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PREFACE
One cannot think well, love well, sleep well, if one has not dined well.
-Virginia Woolf

I first began to be interested in recipes, cookbooks, and the literature that
surrounds such texts when I was working on a Master’s degree. Pursuing information on
Gertrude Stein for a bibliography course, I came across commentary about Alice B.
Toklas’ famous cookbook that the European edition contained a recipe for haschich fudge
but the American version did not. My curiosity piqued, I roamed over to the cookbook
section of the university library to find a copy of The Alice B. Toklas Cook Book. Only
the .American version of the book was on the shelves. Further intrigued, I spent the next
couple of hours performing a rather protracted search for more information about Alice B.
Toklas rather than my assigned author, Stein.
In Simon’s The Biography o f Alice B. Toklas, I finally found the elusive recipe and
chuckled at the wry humor that preceded the instructions for the treat. At the time, it was
a nice distraction from my assignment and a good anecdote when I discussed my research
project in class. Bemused, I thought about the nervous editors of the 1950s deciding that
a recipe was not fit to print, and I did not think much more about the cookbook beyond
picking up a copy of the European edition in reprint.
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A few years later, Laura Esquivel’s Like Waterfo r Chocolate came to my
attention, and my mind was drawn again to recipes and their surroundings texts. When an
influential professor, Dr. James McKenzie, asked that I write my own autobiography for
an independent study, I hesitated. Then I went home and called my mother. For some
unknown reason, we began to talk about the foods that my relatives liked. Combined with
my recent reading of Esquivel, an idea was sparked. 1wrote my autobiography (now, in
modified form, the last section of this dissertation) with Esquivel’s novel as a template. I
also relied on Norma Jean Darden and Carole Darden’s Spoonhread and Strawberry
Wine, a cookbook that my fiance, Alan, had given me for my birthday. Because my eye
was focused on food texts that semester, I wrote a paper for a Cathcr/Wharton class
wherein I examined the role of dining in Wharton’s The Age o f Innocence. Food, food,
food.
Soon thereafter, I was studying for my Ph.E>. comprehensive exams, and recipes
surfaced again. I ran across an old photocopy of Eileen T. Bender’s “Dining and Divining
a Feminist Aesthetic” as well as Susan J. Leonardi’s “Recipes for Reading: Summer Pasta,
Lobster a la Riseholme, and Key Lime Pie,” both of which, I believe, I had stored in my
files since my early Toklas-discovering days. I was taking one exam covering the genre of
autobiography and another in Feminist Literary Criticism, and during preparation for these
areas I discovered Anne Goldman’s ‘“ I Yam What I Yam’: Cooking, Culture and
Colonialism” in an anthology of women’s autobiography studies. I showed this collection
of articles to some members of my exam committees with excitement. I considered
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recipes, food-related texts, and other related items to be personally interesting, hoping that
some of those faculty members would be at least slightly interested in the pastiche that
was forming in my head. I did not expect much reaction from them, but I was wrong.
During those comprehensive exams, I was “tested’’ on those articles and how they
pertained to my own rccipc-ccntcrcd autobiography. It proved to be an interesting
exercise.
Now, surely, I was done with the recipes. But as I began thinking of my
dissertation, which I had anticipated being about Zora Neale Hurston and her
ethnographic texts, my advisor, Dr. Sandra Donaldson, made a suggestion. “Why not
write about this? The food. It seems to be where your energy is.” She was right. I began
a new research file, the label reading “Recipes, Food, Dining.”
I began to contemplate the idea of recipes as more than instructions-how they
could function as frameworks for other needs, as they did for my own autobiography. I
began to wonder why, in the wake of the movie versions of Laura Esquivel’s Like Water
fo r Chocolate and Fannie Flagg’s Fried Green Tomatoes at the Whistle Stop Cafe, I
noticed an upswing in women’s novels incorporating recipes as part of the prose or as an
addendum to the story. I worried about colonialism, whether taking recipes from another
culture and incorporating them into my own files was somehow another abuse of power. I
w'ondercd. like Lconardi, if “the tensions that academic women face between the domestic
and the professional make it more or less difficult for them to extend credibility toward a
writer who begins with a recipe?” (347) I noticed that my family became involved, truly
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involved, in my work, I enjoyed talking to friends and strangers who, when hearing of my
research interest, opened up their lives, their recipe files, their cookbook shelves, and their
stories for my benefit. I noticed women making connection.-, to my work and telling
stories.
Tnis project, then, is an attempt to further explore the musings and discussions that
1 have had with all of these people about food, recipes, the literatures of food, and
communities of women in those contexts. My dissertation title, 1hope, metaphorically
declares my position. Burned Sugar Pie is ari actual family recipe, but it is also an image
of my entire project. Pic is unequivocally regarded as being a woman-produced food in
the American culture. Sugar reminds me of the idea of women and girls being “sugar and
spice and everything nice.” Burned. Anger. The adjective “burned” reminded me of the
struggle by women to have their forms of art, creativity, and expression recognized. On
the other hand, Burned Sugar Pie can taste quite good-reminding ne of the positive
creative force that women have nurtured even in the hardest of circumstances. My hope is
not to be definitive but suggestive towards the possibilities that deeper inspection might
hold for many who read gastronomic literature, who create dinner parties, who feed others
daily, and who document those efforts.
We might begin by thinking about this famous quote from Virginia Woolf: “One
cannot think well, love well, siccp well, if one has not dined well” (A Room 18). This
quote from Virginia Woolf is often cited because it distills so distinctly the recognizable
link between food, writing, and pleasure. And, while her notion may not seem particularly
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rcvclatoiy, there is, indeed, a relationship between writers and the food that nourishes
them which begs interpretation. My work, then, is to present some observations about
culinary practices as they appear in several written forms by women.
This project is an attempt to begin a discussion of how women writers can use
dinners and food production as vehicles for cultural identification, fiction writing,
community representation, and autobiographical expression. Later in this introduction I
will briefly overview the cultural connections between women and food production and
presentation, then touch on the role of feminism as a framework for interpreting food and
its meaning in different forms of writing.
In Chapter One: Approaches to Interpreting the Literatures of Food, I break down
my study into several subsections. The first subsection, titled “Women’s Worlds in Coded
Acts: Food Practices as Arenas for Encoding Messages,” offers my observations about
how women use coded language arising from kitchen work to express themselves. Such
coded acts allow women who cook to rebel or enact revenge if they v l.h , and so I next
address such acts in the subsection “P.cvcnge, Rebellion, Resistance, and Recipes.” The
next movement, “Art in the Everyday: Creations from the Medium of Food,” shifts from
revenge and rebellion to artistic expression: food production and presentation have
specific identifiable qualities like other more widely recognized art forms. Next, in
“Whose Kitchen is This From? Recipes Embedded in Fiction,” I look at how recipes arc
incorporated in some womcn-authorcd fiction and address how the presence of recipes
confounds the boundaries of fiction and non-fiction. Last, by offering a close reading of
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Barthes’ The Pleasure o f the Text, I explore the connections between text, representation
of food, and the movement of food from page to table, transcending the text/reality
dichotomy. My overall intent behind Chapter One is to address the many-layered uses of
food through an examination of selected fictional works, cookbooks, and poetry.
Chapter Two: Examining Culinary Acts as Tools for Analysis: Four Case Studies
presents close readings of Virginia W colf s To the Lighthouse, Edith Wharton’s The Age
o f Innocence, Laura Esquivel’s Like Waterfo r Chocolate, and Marilynne Robinson’s
Housekeeping for their use of significant dinners, presentation of meals, and the presence
of food and its making as part of character development. I use highly different methods of
examining each text to demonstrate the theoretical possibilities that open up when we
begin to see food as more than as a means for creating verisimilitude or setting a scene.
In Chapter Three: Cookbooks as Reflective and Revealing Texts, I provide first a
look at the development of the cookbook genre, quickly tracing its history and maturation.
Next I examine three cookbooks that show an interesting trend in the cookbook genre.
These books present family or personal histories accompanied by recipes; while these
books arc commonly listed simply as “cookbooks” in the trade journals, I have chosen to
rename them cookbook/memoirs because of their specific form and raison d’etre. These
are books that arc unique and fairly new to readers and cooks, inviting reconsideration of
the purpose of a cookbook for the author and the reader. The Alice B. Toklas Cook Book,
an interesting example of the cookbookTncmoir, is next explored for the complexities of
autobiographies presented by that reluctant author. I end with an examination of the

intricasies bound between the covers of compiled cookbooks (those collections that arise
from donated recipes from a community’s members) that so often reveal personal and
communal values.
Last, in Chapter Four, I present an autobiographical cookbook/mcmoir that uses
my own family’s recipes for each section’s theme and form. Following, I offer an
analytical approach/reading of my own memoir that addresses concerns of voice, power,
and audience in the autobiographical act.
My overall aim is to examine the ways in which food production and presentation
work as a metaphor, as a means of expression, and as a formulaic tool in both fiction and
non-fiction written by women. I have found that I tend to “mix it up,” moving freely
between fiction, cookbooks, autobiography, and even individual recipe cards-reminding
me of the fluidity that surrounds the sharing of food as a means of creating and
maintaining relationships.

INTRODUCTION:
WOMEN, FOOD, AND CULTURAL IDENTITY:
A BRIEF OVERVIEW
I f you 're going to understand where women were comingfrom...you 're going to
have to understand what their lives were like, and a heck o f a lot
o f their time wa. spent in the kitchen.
-Maiy Maples Dunn

To begin, some basic observations about women, their communities, and their
daily work must be established. As a socially-constructed feminine realm of work in
families in many cultures, food preparation and presentation have for centuries rested on
the shoulders and in the hands of the women. Because of these assigned or assumed
tasks, women have felt both the drudgery and the joy of creating foods that are consumed
by those around them on a daily basis. From the kitchen and because of the kitchen,
women have been able to create art-sometimes by cooking, sometimes by writing, and
sometimes by speaking.
The circumscribed world of housekeeping and family care has dictated the
materials of artistic endeavors and personal expression for women, and, for some of them,
cooking has become an art form that: arises from the lack of other avenues for artistic
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expression. Historically, the term “an" has often been applied to cooking and products of
the kitchen, but its use is vague and invariably undefined. Why do so many people
construe cooking as art, and under what circumstances is food “art" and when is it just
dinner?
How, then, docs women’s participation in and close observation of cooking link to
writing? If, indeed, daily food production lias been mainly the responsibility of women,
then it stands to reason that those tasks can and would influence the kinds of writing that
some women produce, supplying women with working imagery, metaphors, and coded
language that are accessible to them from their historically/socially- constructed
“feminine” arenas. Within the conventional forms of canonical writing (fiction, non
fiction, drama, poetry), women writers have found that the kitchen and their work in it can
provide material that is specialized in its knowledge and that provides areas of expression,
resistance, and declaration. Such use of food-thc kitchen and daily responsibilities for
feeding the family, as well as special occasions that mark major cvcnts-can be found in
women authors’ works that are often read and commented upon in academic circles, and
yet such imagery and language from the kitchen has not been paid much attention.1
In addition, there arc genres of women's writing that have been, for the most part,
ignored by the literary establishment. Cookbooks, food writing, and recipes themselves
are distinct forms of writing that utilize their own tropes, formats, diction, and grammar.
These, too, so often, use encoded language structures that, when read carefully, can reveal

1 William Woys Weaver notes that “In spite of the fact that American folk cookery exists ev ery acre in
the country and is three centuries old, its serious study is relatively recent” (xiii).

10
much about the women that produce them, their communities, their values, and their sense
of composition, audience, and function.
By phrases such as “women’s cultures” and “feminine point of view'” or similar
wordings, I run the risk of sounding essentialist or promoting an cssentialist platform. This
is not my intention. It is my position that women have discrete cultures or communities
that exist beyond or around or within their larger common cultures, and those womenspccitic cultures (for lack of better phraseology) stem from realms of daily existence in
domains that arc considered “feminine” by the mainstream culture. Almost universally,
there is a sexual division of labor in which “[wjornen perform distinct tasks, arc socialized
in gender-specific ways, and must enact their gendered roles daily to continually
reconstitute their identity as women" (Aptheker 12). Because of such social constructs,
women have two, if not more, visions of the mainstream culture: one that is the
mainstream culture’s, and the other belongs to the female sector of the population and
stems from their socially-constructed arenas of work. In establishing the parameters of
their book’s intentions, Radner and I. inser set forth the following position concerning
their non-essentialist viewpoint, a viewpoint that I embrace for this work:
We assume, therefore, that women’s experiences, material circumstances,
and understandings-Tience women’s identities-vary from culture to culture,
community to community, and individual to individual. At the same time,
we assume that in many, if not most, societies there is a realm of practice
that is primarily or exclusively women’s domain, through which women

may develop a set of common signifying practices (beliefs, understandings,
behaviours, rhuals-hcncc a culture) whose meanings arc not necessarily
accessible to men of the same group. (2)
These ideas of signifying practices or coding will be discussed further in Chapter One’s
“Women’s Worlds in Coded Acts.” For now, I simply wish to emphasize that it is not the
intention of this dissertation to present a unified vision of the experiences of women but,
rather, to point out and examine the subtleties and variations of women’s common
pr.,eticcs-cooking, presentating meals, and maintaining family traditions through the
procurement of food items.
While it is very clear that the kitchen has been a perpetual realm of oppression,
stifled lives, inequality in gender relations, and hard labor, it must be recognized that such
a place can also be the site of empowerment, identity, and expression for the women that
inhabit it. This can produce an interesting tension when trying to apply a feminist
construct to kitchen work and its written productions, because cooking can be seen as
either a “valued work activity” (Bcoku-Bctts 553) or as simply “women’s work,”
undervalued because of its perceived unimportance by theorists or its invisibility inherent
in its necessity within the overall social construction of a particular society. While cooking
and presenting food might be valued as a contribution in the home by the receiving family
members and observing community, there is a resistance by some literary critics and/or
feminists to acknowledge the kitchen and/or its productions as a site of genuinely fruitful
research and discovery.

For example, noted feminist thinker Carolyn Heilbrun states that she is not terribly
excited about cooking being a subject in reconstructing women’s history: “[We] knew
they cooked, let’s look at what else they did ...Given a choice between cookbooks and
hooks on women at litotes I might still pick athletes, hut now I think we can have them
both" (Willoughby C4). Schinto also remarks on the tendency to miss cooking as a
pressing academic concern: “Women searching for a subject of scholarly pursuit often
sidestep culinary history” (“Dinner Roles” 16). Leonardi asks a different question about
her interest in the culinary aits: “Do 1 erode my credibility with male academics by this
feminine interest in cooking, cookbooks, and recipes?” (347) Within academic circles,
rarely are the duties of the kitchen valorized because those activities have been ignored,
denigrated, or simply missed in their relevance to interpretation in different fields.
Curtin summarizes well the pull between feminist viewpoints about the kitchen and
the realm of intellectual possibilities that can become apparent when we treat the topic
with awareness:
While I have been arguing that women’s experiences of food can help us to
reconccptualizc what it means to be a person, I do not want to eulogize
women’s experiences, nor to minimize the fact that the kitchen has often
been the locus of women’s oppression. It is through the kitchen, after all,
that the logic of identity has been enforced, thus privatizing and
marginalizing the experiences of many women. (“Food” 14)
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Ironically, it may be the forces of feminism that have just begun to allow women to
appreciate the kitchen for its rich symbolic imagery, as a room that has been our own all
along, and only by leaving that room and performing tasks outside that room can we look
back and reclaim the positive aspects of the kitchen. It might be nostalgia or perhaps it is
the lure of the freedom to take pleasure in creating an, no matter how transitory the
medium, that allows women now to turn back to the kitchen and examine and even
embrace its meanings. Nevertheless, I believe that feminism is maturing to the point
where it can acknowledge the realms of women’s oppression in the past, but still be open
enough to see the richness that developed, within those circumscribed roles. Mary Maples
Dunn, director of the Schlcsingcr Library on the History of Women, puts the study of
women and culinary history into perspective: “If you’re going to understand where women
were coming from...you’re going to have to understand what their lives were like, and a
heck of a lot of their time was spent in the kitchen” (Willoughby C4).
This dual nature of the perception of women’s working in the kitchen provides a
source of valued identity- and empowerment while also perpetuating centuries-old
inequalities between the sexes within the home (Beoku-Betts 553). If, indeed, we are
going to examine women’s lives through their cooking practices, wc must be aware that a
feminist academic’s viewpoint of kitchen work may be misapplied or anachronistic. Wc
must acknov/ledge the possibility of women not viewing cooking and meal presentation as
part of a “circumscribed role,” but as their valued contribution to the inner workings of
family and community.

w'fcl-
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The reconstruction of women’s daily lives requires us to use every means possible
to interpret and discover the avenues that women embraced (and still do embrace) for
expression. Writing is just one part of that rediscovery, and being able to read and
interpret food-related activities is another extension of acknowledging and applying an
awareness of the kitchen as a center of creativity. That awareness needs to come from
women themselves, but it also needs to come to the attention of academic circles that
study the means and ways cultures produce meaning in their daily lives.
In anthropological and sociological circles, it has been noted again and again that
the work of daily food production has been the domain of women (Aptheker 13; BcokuBetts 535; Curtin, “Food” 4; McIntosh and Zey 317; Smith 18-19). Mary Douglas, a
noted anthropologist, has argued in several forums for the close examination of the social
and cultural aspects of daily food beyond the obvious studies of holiday feasting and
public gatherings (Meigs 341). In America, the field of folklore studies was one of the first
to attempt a serious look at foodways, but this movement has only developed in the last
two decades (Camp 1l ) 2 While studying food as a biologically necessary element for
survival may be “undeserving” of deep analysis, the “social imperatives that accompany it
[food]” can be fruitful areas of research (Camp 24). I add to Camp’s position by asserting
that the foodways habits and cultures developed by different women in different times and

2 Camp defines “foodways” as the “intersection of food and culture; all aspects of food which arc culturebased, as well as all aspects of culture which use or refer to food” (24). People who are involved in
“foodways studies” are “people who balance a comprehension of food as a system of symbols and
sustenance with an abiding curiosity about and respect for the cultures that structure its meanings” (26). I
have found that Camp’s definition of these terms applies to all the scholarship that pertains to tin's
dissertation, and thus I accept his definitions for my purposes.
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places arc a particularly suitable and viable place for understanding meanings that have
developed for women about their own food-related activities. The lack of serious inquiry
to date into this particular daily task of women is indicative of the relative lack of
importance that academics associate with the roles of women and the cultural constructs
that women control by their responsibilities in feeding the family or community.

The

household kitchen and those who work in it have been considered the “natural" arena or
activity for women, and thus, because patriarchal cultures habitually devalue all activities
and/or productions of women, it has not been “acknowledged seriously or appreciated in
the production of cultural knowledge systems” (Beoku-Betts 535).3 Sidney Mintz
concurs with the idea that women’s daily culinary work was overlooked as an area of
study by early anthropological studies (3).
Such trivialization of fhc daily labor-intensive activities of women is socially
constructed. To define the term “trivialization,” I turn to Radnor and Lanser:
“Trivialization involves the employment of a form, mode, or genre that the dominant
culture considers unimportant, innocuous, or irrelevant” (19). Indeed, in the last twentyfive years, much work has gone into the project of bringing women’s literary talents to the
forefront, recognizing current talent, and finding the ignored work of the past. On the
other hand, the daily activities-which are also highly creative and individualized
presentations-of thousands, millions, of other women are paid little attention by literary
critics and dodged by feminist thinkers. Professionals in the fields of anthropology,

5 “Culture,” as a term, may be defined as “the ordered system of meanings in terms of which people
define their world, express their feelings, and make their judgments" (Aptheker 13).
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sociology, and folklore have always paid attention to the food practices
they observe, but I am unaware of any observations that directly addre

the cultures
ood as a medium

of creativity or ail, nor am 1 aware of any study that details kitchcn/coi eiy work as a
realm of codified language between women alone (not as a part of conn unity ritual
behavior). References to the kitchen, cooking, and dining that surface i>< the writings of
women arc often glossed over in literature studies, never mind culinary writings that do
not fall conveniently within those accepted genres of traditional academic scrutiny-fiction,
drama, poetry.
For women, the kitchen is a potentially powerful literary source there for the
taking, but because the activities of the kitchen have been commonly ignored and
marginalized to such a great extent due to inattentiveness on the part of the cultural
commentators, there is a considerable gap of understanding between how food and its
production relate to societal practices and the reflection of those practices in writing, no
matter the template used to interpret those acts. Even Nietzsche speculated on the impact
that serious examination of food could bring:
So far, everything that has given color to existence still lacks a history: or,
where could one find a history of love, of avarice, of envy of conscience, of
piety, or of cruelty?...Does anyone know the moral effects of food? Is
there a philosophy of nourishment? (qtd. in Curtin, “Food'" 3)
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But Nietzsche pushes his speculation no further. From another perspective altogether, Sor
Juana Incs de la Cruz, a Mexican nun living three hundred years ago. asked these
questions and gave her obsen at*ms:
But, lady, as women, what wisdom may be ours if not the philosophies of
the kitchen? Lupcrcio Leonardo spoke well when he said: how well one
may philosophize when preparing dinner. And I often say, when observing
these trivial details: had Aristotle prepared vituals [sic] ,.e w'ould have
written more. (qtd. in Jaffc 217)
Why have such avenues been ignored? Deane W. Curtin provides her interpretation:
“Because of their very ordinariness and their unqualified time-boundedness, food practices
are ontologically not the kinds of things philosophical theories are designed to explain”
(“Food” 6, emphasis in original).4
Philosophy, for the most part, has been the domain of men in Western culture. As
with literature, philosophies created by women have been passed over. Lisa M. Heldke
asserts that “Traditionally, western philosophers have regarded such women’s activities to
be philosophically irrelevant; they have defined them out of existence, rendered them
invisible, described them through their silence” (255). Other avenues of daily life-love,
death, work, sex-have been the subjects of countless hours of thought, debate, and
writing. Why, then, not nourishment and the culture that surrounds it?

4 It is interesting to note that by this very exclusion from study, the scholar may find historical documents
that have "not been tampered with," which leads some to think of them as n .ire reliable as evidence in
discovering the habits of those who previously have been marginalized (Wilkinson 82, 90).
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There is a dynamic between those who marginalize and those whose lives
are marginalized. While everyone cats, some arc enabled by the conceptual
scheme of a dominant philosophical culture to bracket off those food
related aspects of their experiences to leave them unspoken and
unacknowledged. Thus they literally do not experience themselves in these
roles. They are not regarded, and do not understand themselves, as being
defined by their eating practices. In marginalizing the lives of women,
manual laborers, and persons of color (those who have been defined as
responsible for food), dominant persons also marginalize the aspects of
their own lives that arc “ordinary” and “bodily.” (Curtin, “Food” 4)
If those in the dominant culture trivialize aspects-in this case, food-of their own lives.
those dominant folks are not going to validate peoples whose work resides within that
trivialized realm. Workers of the kitchen are, then, marginalized by their productions.5
Because of the dailincss or “ephemeral” nature of some productions by women
(not all of them cooking, of course) it has been easy for those acts to be dismissed as
sources of understanding (Willoughby C4). Lanser interprets the message of Barbara A.

5 Outside of the scope of this dissertation, but certainly worth pursuing, is the marginalization of workers
who are/were not white not upper/middle class. More study needs to be done on how different ethnic
groups in various service positions can affect food trends and the meaning of those influences on the
culture as a larger whole. For example, Karen Hess’s Carolina Rice Kilclien: The African Connection is
an effort to reclaim the culinary influence of slave-cooks. Also, in the afterword to the facsimile
reproduction of Fisher’s What Mrs. Fisher Knows About Oltl Southern Cooking, originally published in
1881 and reissued in 1995. Hess details the specific African influences on cookery apparent within this
cookbook (allegedly the first African-American cookbook in the United States). Interestingly, Fisher’s
book was originally published by the Women’s Co-Operative Printing Office in San Francisco. Sidney
Mintz also address slave food in Tasting Food. Tasting Freedom (33-49).
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Babcock when she writes that the ephemeral quality of women's art, “‘which facilitates its
being both trivialized and ignored,’ bespeaks the existence of a distinctive, ‘processcentered female aesthetic’” (viii). This aesthetic, which will be explored in greater detail
later in this chapter, can be a by-product of the isolation that women have felt in their
duties within the kitchen. Even though the wen; is trivialized, the workers undervalued,
and their productions ignored, these socially constructed elements could prove to ho'a a
wealth of information about both the marginalized and the marginalizing culture.
Addressing issues of marginalization in her essay “Purity, Impurity, and
Separation,” Maria Lugones presents from “within a hybrid imagination,” a perspective
about the layers of cultures that exist between American and Latino influences. She
attempts, through a metaphor of making mayonnaise, to portray the tensions between the
cultures, the multiplicity of social frameworks, and the challenges in negotiating various
cultural constructs.
Segundo sentido. Estoy haciendo mayonesa. I am making mayonnaise. I
place the yolk in a bowl, add a few drops of water, stir, and then add oil
drop by drop, very slowly, as I continue stirring. If I add too much oil at
once, the mixture se separa, it separates...Mayonnaise is an oil-in-water
emulsion. As all emulsions, it is unstable. When an emulsion curdles, the
ingredients become separate from each other. But that is not altogether an
accurate description: rather, they coalesce toward oil or toward
wa er...(459)

W» j.
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Using the making cf mayonnaise as imagery for cultural multiplicity, she begins her
musings upon power, the role of women, American and Latino cultures, the
anthropological observer, and many other elements. She uses a pastiche or interweaving
of English, Latino, prose, poetry, and academic discourse-all made more concrete yet
more complicated by layering those discourses with the language of a recipe for
mayonnaise.
Lugones explores her own marginalization by employing a metaphor that
functions between ncgotiations/separations/discourscs and making mayonnaise. As
Lugones represents it, marginalization can produce an area of resistance and power for
those in the margins-a place wherein differing voices can be heard on their own terms with
self-created representations. If one’s daily responsibilities center on the work of the
kitchen, it can also be here that a sense of sell'is developed, an identity with production is
created, and a sense of community fostered. In anthropological and sociological studies,
the assertion has been made that a sense of self and community is enhanced by the sharing
of food. Anna Meigs notes that “food and eating are intimately connected with cultural
conceptions of self. Food as object and eating as act resonate with attitudes and emotions
related to the individual’s understandings and feelings about self and other and the
relationship between” (352). Because the control of food and its preparation commonly
occurs in the home and is commoniy assumed to be the province of women, the activities
of buying, storing, cooking, and presenting food necessitate that women serve as
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“gatekeepers" of the food flow in a home (McIntosh and Zey 3 IS). Women have an
intimate relationship with food because of these socially constructed activities.
In providing the daily food for families, women have developed specific ways to
view their productions and their own value in relation to those productions. The concept
of “a good meal” speaks volumes about cultural norms, food expectations, and women's
roles in serving food that is “good” or “proper” (Blaxtcr and Paterson 96-105; Murcott
305). Academic consideration (mostly anthropologic) of these ideas about food have taken
place primarily in Europe. Blaxtcr and Paterson concluded the following after an
extensive study of 58 three-generation families in Scotland:
Food and meals have symbolic and social meanings, and it has been noted
before that the idea of the “proper" meal has much to do with the idea of
“proper” family life. The “cooked dinners” of the young mothers in South
Wales., .and the “solid” or “proper” meals of our respondents alike
represented an ideal of family life as much as an ideal of nutritious eating.
( 102)

“Good” and “proper” foods-foods of virtue-were often the plain and inexpensive foods
considered hearty and full of nutrients; it was not individual food items, however, that
were labeled as “good,” but their overall incorporation into “good” meals (96-97). Good
women created good meals for their families, and “goodness” is often defined as homecooked, filling, and nourishing. Women feel valued and evaluated by family and
community by the dishes they set upon the table. Women, in creating these meals, more
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often than not, eater to the tastes of their husbands and children, eschewing their own
gastronomical preferences or know ledge about which food items arc most healthful
(Murcott 306). Such conceptualizations arc just one more example of the identification
of women with food: if “proper” meals arc provided, then “good” families will result.
The women who ignore their own food preferences and (sometimes) knowledge about
health in order to feed their families and keep them happy are hoping that meals will
somehow cement family ties and reflect favorably upon them as good parents and positive
societal contributors. Antonia Till asserts in her Introduction to Loaves and Wishes that
women “are burdened with the necessity of providing food for their families, day after day,
week after week, year after year.. .any failure to do this with good grace is readily equated
with a failure of love” (x-xi).
Food produced for family needs can also have a ritual element. Beliefs and values
can be perpetuated by foods associated with particular communities. Pamela R. Frese
proposes that
These beliefs and practices can be divided :ntc two related aspects: the
gender qualities associated with particular types of food and the importance
attached to food because it is associated witv

, ,v ate sphere of w'omen

and the family. (209)
She goes on to note that because food and its preparation for special events is
acknowledged in some cultures as “sacred female knowledge,” ritual foods have come to
mirror intricate and culturally-bound associations with reproduction and social life:
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“Knowledge of these life-cycle rituals has always been associated with the female domain”
(210). Gwen Kennedy Neville, author of 'Unship and Pilgrimage: Rituals o f Reunion in
American Protestant Culture, asserts from k

observations at family reunions that ritual

food gets its meaning because it is created by mi, pie generations of women:
While these [special foods] may have originally been functional foods,
popular items in the country, or easily affordable foods in Depression
times, they arc in the 1980s not necessarily easy, popular, or affordable.
They are instead, symbolic. They are carefully prepared by each mother
and presented as her contribution to the whole. They arc consumed
primarily by others...The sharing of food prepared by others is highly
symbolic in the expression of oneness as the family. (72, emphasis added)
The contribution of special “ritual” foods, such as lutefi.sk and lefse forNorwcgianAmcricans or hoppin’ john for southern families or blue com for Pueblo peoples, links
women inextricably to the task of maintaining historical and generational tics by producing
food and presenting it to the community/family. Such ritual or ceremony gives women a
specific ritual function that is visible and appreciated by those who partake of it.6 Sidney
Mintz asserts that the

6 Dr. Gretchen Lang has pointed out to me also that in many cultures, men make the religious ritual foods
as part of their cultural duties. Also, Mary Weismantel, in her essay “Commentary: A Well-Cooked
Sauce,” asserts that cooking can be a “gendered paradigm in which male work is seen as contributing to
the larger public good: when men cook, they do so for the wealthy and powerful, or even for the gods.
Men make public ceremony: the emphasis is upon the visible, the show. Female work in such analyses
belongs to the domestic sphere and is intended for daily consumption: it is the invisible, the taken-forgranted" (15, emphasis in original).
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food eaten have histories associated with the pasts of those who eat them;
the techniques employed to find, process, prepare, serve, and consume the
foods arc all culturally variable, with histories of their own. Nor is the food
ever simply eaten; its consumption is always conditioned by meaning.
These meanings arc symbolic, and communicated symbolically; they also
have histories, (7)
For example, ritual and ceremonial food produced by women has a strong place in
Jewish society, and this is demonstrated repeatedly in the many charitable compiled
cookbooks that various Jewish philanthropic gtoups have printed. Not only is the making
of these special foods central to female identification within the Jewish community, but the
bestowing of preparation knowledge of even the smallest edibles is an act of transmitting
information and tradition from one generation to another (Kirshcnblatt-Gimblctt 9-10).
As agents of food production, then, women perform the task of maintaining and
preserving social customs. Society creates itself, in part, by its food rituals.
Anthropologically, sociologically, and ethnographically, this has been an area of noted
similarity in many cultures.
Food-what is chosen from the possibilities available, how it is presented,
how it is eaten, with whom and when, and how much time is allotted to
cooking and eating it—is one of the means by which a society creates
itself.. .Food shapes us and expresses us even more than our furniture or
houses or utensils do. (Visser 12)
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And while Visscr gives a lay description of this idea, Camp defines a model for
considering the social implications of food.
The central idea behind [the synaptic] models is that individual food events
arc created not as the expression of material (instinctual) needs alone, but
by the convergence of social and biological impulses. These impulses-the
need for fellowship and sustenance-arc both fulfilled in individual food
events, thereby giving the events a doubled social intensity and importance.
(57)
While I wholeheartedly agree with Camp’s synaptic model of the social and biological
significance of food-related events, overall, his work lacks acknowledgment of the
centrality of women in such practices. He presents the ritual food event from a detached
point of view, not highlighting women’s specific roles in those activities. As it is
commonly recognized that women arc, generally, the producers and makers of food in
most cultures, the act of portraying food-event observations as gender-neutral in his
assessment is misleading and yet another strike against actively acknowledging the kitchen
as a woman-centered realm. As Visser noted above, food is one means by which society
shapes itself. If we arc to study food, the kitchen, and dining, we must be clear about all
facets of that study, including gender.

CHAPTER ONE:

APPROACHES TO INTERPRETING THE LITERATURES OF FOOD

Introduction
In this chapter, I present various approaches to reading diverse texts that include
food and/or its production. I move freely between fiction, cookbooks, poetry,
anthologies, drama, and other genres in order to cover as much territory as possible. I
want to explore the wide possibilities for the literatures of food (no matter their form) in
helping us to sec texts differently, to interpret texts as we may not have before, and to gain
insight from those texts anew.
I start by looking at the literature of food as being a site for coding for women,
looking at Glaspcll’s work “A Jury of Her Peers”. Employing metaphors or imagery born
of their experiences in the kitchen to express a resistance to socially-constructed
oppression that denies them other forms of open expression, they are enabled to assert
their own priorities and world views.
Part of that personal assertion may surface in the form of revenge or rebellion. To
address this, next I offer readings of several works of fiction that use food in such a
manner: Nora Ephron’s Heartburn, Joyce Carol Oates’ American Appetites, Jacqueline
Deval’s Reckless Appetites, Fannie Flagg’s Fried Green Tomatoes, and Marilynnc
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Robinson’s Housekeeping). The non-fiction works of Alice B. Toklas ( The Alice B.
Tok/as Cook Book) and Kathy Passcro (“Mrs. Bland’s Recipe”) that I discuss in this
section also subvert the mainstream’s social conventions, providing other examples of
coded messages.
Beyond using culinary metaphors and plot structures for revenge or rebellion,
some women use food and its connotations to assert artistic claims. In the section “Art in
the Everyday,'’ explore the notion of cookery and dinners as sites for artistic expression,
relying on discussions in the field of folklore, assertions made by cookbook authors about
the artistic qualities of their productions, assumptions behind Judy Chicago’s project The
Dinner Party, and characterization in Isak Dincsen’s “Babette’s Feast.”
Incorporating recipes into the structure of fiction is a relatively new development,
and in “Whose Kitchen is This From?”, I offer readings of several books that use this
technique. Multiplying the narrative structures by the inclusion of recipes allows the
author of the book to be at once both entertaining and informative while perpetuating
women’s tradition of sharing recipes with each other. I then move to a discussion about
anthologies or collections that offer recipes meant to replicate the food that authors
mention in their books. Some of these anthologies or collections also offer information
about the authors’ own culinary practices by providing recipes from the authors’ own
cookbooks. Such collections arc not meant to alter the text of the original fictional work,
but serve to supply verisimilitude for the fictions.
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In the last section of the chapter, “Pleasure from the Text,” I attempt to correlate
Roland Barthes’ ruminations about textual pleasure as it relates to the inclusion of cookery
and recipes in these works. When food is evoked for the reader’s benefit, its connotations
affect both the contemplative mind and the sensual body.
My purpose in this first chapter is to highlight the possibilities that arc available to
readers, critics, and theorists when they approach a text that uses food imagery, culinary
metaphors, or recipes.

Women’s Worlds in Coded Acts: Food Practices as Arenas for Encoding Messages

“What's That Smell in the Kitchen?”
All over America women are burning dinners.
It’s lambchops in Peoria; ’t’s haddock
in Providence; it’s steak in Chicago;
tofu delight in Big Sur; red
rice and beans in Dallas.
All over America women are burning
food they’re supposed to bring with calico
smile on platters glittering like wax.
Anger sputters in her brainpan, confined
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but spewing out missiles of hot fat.
Carbonized despair presses like a clinker
from a barbecue against the back of her eyes.
If she wants to grill anything, it’s
her husband over a slow fire.
If she wants to serve him anything
it’s a dead rat with a bomb in its belly
ticking like the heart of an insomniac.
Her life is cooked and digested
nothing but leftovers in Tuppcrwarc.
Look, she says, once I was roast duck
on your platter with parsley but now I am Spam.
Burning dinner is not incompetence but war.
-Marge Piercy

This poem vividly examines just one aspect of codified behavior that women have
available to them within the confines of the kitchen. Burning dinner, as Piercy represents
it here, is not inattentiveness, laziness, or lack of interest in the task but an open yet
codified act of rebellion against the constraints of active kitchen duty. But how can acts
of the kitchen be a code that women can use and others do not understand?

I
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Mary Douglas, noted anthropologist, defines code as something that “affords a
general set of possibilities for sending particular messages” (61). In a general sense, a
code is more than a simple language system, it is a “set of signals-words, forms,
behaviors, signifiers of some kind-that protect the creator from the consequences of
openly expressing particular messages” (3). Radner and Lanscr explore the phenomenon
of coding quite thickly as it applies within cultures that are particularly centered on
women. They further define the function of coding and its arena of existence and usage as
follows:
...coding presumes an audience in which one group of receivers is
“monocultural” and thus assumes that its own interpretation of messages is
the only one possible, while the second group, living in two cultures, may
recognize a double message-which also requires recognizing that some
form of coding has taken place. Coding, then, is the expression or
transmission of messages potentially accessible to a (bicultura!) community
under the very eyes of a dominant community for whom these messages are
either inaccessible or inadmissible. (3, emphasis in original)
Coding, then, as an act, is a product of resistance to oppression, no matter the group that
enacts it; however, coding can be either a conscious act or an unconscious one. In either
case, the importance of the message being sent is not diminished by the act. The
challenging task, when we are considering coding within communities of women, is to
become aware of the codification and respectful when “translating” that code. Radner and
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Lanscr insist that the act of interpreting coding “is a crucial aspect of the reinterpretation
of women’s lives and cultures and hence of feminist critical consciousness" (4).
The interpretation of coding is needed if we arc to see the lives of women clearly
and understand their worlds of work and production more fully. For an example of coding
and its interpretation by unsuspecting translators, I turn to a play written in 1916 by Susan
Glaspell entitled “Trif.es." Glaspcll’s play, rewritten later into a short story entitled “A
Jury of Her Peers," takes place in a farmhouse in rural North America near the Dakotas,
and it opens with a discussion about the strangulation murder of John Wright, a farmer.
The scene is set in “a gloomy kitchen, and left without having been put in order-unwashed
pans under the sink, a loaf of bread outside the breadbox, a dishtowel on the table-other
signs of incomplcted work.” County Attorney George Henderson, Sheriff Henry Peters,
and Lewis Hale (a neighbor) set about the task of deciphering the murder scene. Mrs.
Peters and Mrs. Hale arc also at the farmstead in order to pick up items that Mrs. Minnie
Wright will need while being held in custody at the jail on suspicion of murder. Mrs.
Wright asked only for her apron and a shawl.
The men look around the kitchen and see nothing more than a messy kitchen. The
fruit in Mrs. Wright’s jars has frozen overnight, and the two neighbor women show
concern over this. The attorney and the sheriff mock them, saying, “Well, women are
used to worrying over trifles.” As the plot progresses, the two women arc able to figure
out what led up to Mrs. Wright’s killing her husband by deciphering the “mess” that they
sec in the kitchen. Bread had been set (left to rise), but not been tended to. They note to
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themselves that Mrs. Wright was ‘•close," not even a member of the Ladies Aid. The table
is half clean, half dirty. They notice that quilting squares arc odd; some of them arc
stitched perfectly, some with stitches wild and uneven, fhey find a broken birdcage in the
cupboard, and after some looking, find a small songbird with its neck wrung, all wrapped
up in silk quiiting squares. Little by little Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters piece together the
horrible life that Minnie Wright must have endured. She was alone, silenced, nervous, and
harassed by her husband. The women are able to see the motive behind the killing, but
the men are not able to see it. The women keep their findings to themselves.
This scenario gives us an insight into the meanings that can be read into the kitchen
and its products. Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters are very familiar with the hard labor of the
farm and knew that frozen preserves were an awful waste of hard summer work; that
bread left too long was a waste of flour, sugar, and yeast; and that a table half clean,
dishes in the sink, and a dishtowel left about are signs that Mrs. Wright’s work had been
seriously interrupted. The “clues” in the play/short story aptly describe a culture that is
not readily apparent to all who walk through its rooms everyday. These are elements of a
code in action, created unwittingly by a woman, but intcipreted by women who knew how
to read them. Mrs. Wright did not leave a trail of messages intentionally; nevertheless, her
neighbors were able to “read” her distress while the men saw nothing more than an
unkempt room. The women see a desperate life and its terrible calls for help.7

7 For similar interpretations of Glaspcll’s work, refer to Aptheker (54-56) or Radncr and Lanscr (1-3).
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In Glaspell's play/story, wc see a classic example of what Lanscr and Radner call
“intention.” Intention, as it is traditionally examined in litcraiy studies, usually is applied
either to the author’s intention in creating the story or as a tool to examine the actions or
thoughts of a character. Such exercises arc sirpect. for the “intention” of the author is so
often unknown and the “intention” of a character speculative at best. Implicit coding,
such as that witnessed in Glaspell’s fiction, is defined as coding wherein the act is not
necessarily deliberate in promoting the need for translation. Minnie Wright had no reason
to believe that her women neighbors would spend any protracted time in her kitchen in
order to unravel the circumstances of her life. With such circumstances, “codedncss is
arguable” (Radner and Lanser 6).
Such forms of coding thus raise complex questions about the creator’s
conscious and subconscious intentions and about the interpretations that
may be constructed both by the original receiving community and to
outside obNerveMintilyttlH like ourttelves, (Itmluer mul Limner ft)
In such cases, Radner and Lanser purport that intention shifts from centering on author
and/or character and/or enactor to the receiving community'. Using this strategy,
concreteness or assuredness in intciprctation becomes less attainable; nevertheless,
“plausible, if provisional, meanings can be inferred through an understanding of the
situation in which they have been produced” (7).
In the everyday acts and arts of women, intention can be unconscious or
unintentional; those acts arc not the carefully-constructed fictional events of a play or
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short story. Codes arc used as vehicles for “covert expression of disturbing or subversive
ideas” and “arc a common phenomenon in the lives of women, who have so often been
dominated, silenced, and marginalized” (Radner vii).
In a study particular to one author (with ramifications for other authors), Emma
Parker promotes the idea that “food is political" in her analysis of Margaret Atwood’s
female characters and their relationship to food and its consumption. Parker points out
that meals arc meeting places, that power is in the hands of those who have the food, that
the production of some food by women is a rebellious act, and that it is imperative for
»

women to regain control over food and its consumption because power lies in the fact that
“Diet and discourse converge in the mouth” (361). By rebelling against patriarchal
dominance over the availability of food and the ability to consume it with impunity,
women can subvert the political and social structures that undermine their well being.8
While I agree with Parker and her assertions about the Atwood characters, I would
take the issue further, for we mus* not only see these acts of rebellion and self assertion in
fiction, we must also be able to widen our fields of consideration into other media such as
oral traditions, cookbooks, and individual family recipe collections. Here women have,

s In her essay “You Are What You cal: The Politics of Eating in the Novels of Margaret Atwood,” Emma _...
Parker provides an insightful study of Atwood’s characters rebelling against the masculine coded act of
eating. She ends with this: “As Atwood illustrates how consumption embodies coded expressions of
power which have served to subordinate women, she subtly urges women to reclaim the right to eat and to
proudly re-inhabit their own bodies...urging them to eat their way into the world" (367). This essay is
precisely the kind of scholarship that is needed in this area, wherein women stop being victims of food
(being consumed, consuming themselves in anorexia or bulimia) and take food back as a material for
enjoyment and control in their own self expression.
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often quietly, asserted their own sense of pride, history, and creativity...as well as used
those places for expression of dissatisfaction.
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Revenge, Rebellion, Resistance and Recipes
She reaches fo r a bright green apple, and then fo r a cookbook where she
looks fo r her revenge, a meal she will prepare fo r him...
-From Jacqueline DcvaPs Reckless Appetites

But certainly the creation o f such a cookbook was an act
o f psychological resistance, forceful testimony to the power o f food
to sustain us. not just physically but spiritually.
-from Cara Do Silva’s introduction to In Memory's Kitchen: A Legacy
from the Women ofTerezin

If, indeed, the kitchen has been a locus of women’s lives, a place where they have
been “obliged” by society to spend much of their time, then there would certainly be
expressions of rebellion against that oppression resulting from that experience. As
illustrated earlier in the poem “What’s that Smell in the Kitchen?” by Marge Piercy,
women develop their own ways of enacting resistance by manipulating the products of the
kitchen. This subversion of the nurturing (represented by food) that society expects takes
many forms, a few of which I will briefly highlight here from various written (fiction and
cookbook) sources, culminating with a look at In Memory's Kitchen, a manuscript
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cookbook from the women who had to live in the horrific “ghetto"’ called Tcrezin created
by the Nazis for Jews.
First. I begin with the manifestations of revenge in some fictional works. In the
fast-paced humorous novel Heartburn by Nora Ephron. the main character, Rachel
Samstat, a cookbook author, discovers her husband’s affair. The reader finds out about
the affair in the first chapter, and by the second chapter, we begin to see how, exactly,
Rachel is coming to terms with his infidelity. In a parenthetical aside to the reader, Rachel
(the narrator and fictional author of the prose the reader has at hand), using her scathing
wit. expresses her amazement at Mark’s infidelity by likening herself to her own secret
recipe for vinaigrette: “Even now, I cannot believe Mark would want to risk losing that
vinaigrette. You just don't bump into vinaigrettes that good" (14). If we read the
vinaigrette as a substitution for Rachel as a wife, we come to understand the depth of the
connection between food and the character’s sense of self.
Because Rachel’s work and vision of self revolve around food, she has a habit of
equating her relationships to food at every turn, approving or disapproving of her friends
and acquaintances by the foodstuffs they prepare. Thelma Rice (can we read the name
“Rice” as ordinary, bland, a sidedish?), the woman with whom Mark Samstat is having an
affair, makes a “gluey pudding," clearly an insult from this cookbook author. Rachel is
further incensed that Mark’s mistress is Thelma because Thelma had just had lunch at
Rachel’s house and called the next day for the recipe for the carrot cake that Rachel had
prepared. Rachel sent her the recipe. After finding out about the affair (post-recipe
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swapping), Rachel is “mortified”; she feels betrayed somehow that someone that >hc
shared a recipe with has the audacity to sleep with her husband (6-7).
The grand moment that signifies Rachel’s emotional severance from Mari
in the very last chapter. At a small dinner party with their friends Betty and Dmn

omes
Rachel

brings a key lime pie. As everyone is chatting away but Rachel, she becomes consumed by
her thoughts about Mark and his lack of love for her. She thinks:
I can’t stand feeling sorry for myself. 1 can’t stand feeling like a vict

.I

can’t stand sitting here with all this rage turning to hurt and then to tears. I
CAN’T STAND NOT TALKING! I looked at the pic sitting right in front
of me and suddenly it began to throb...//'/ throw this pie at him. he n.7
neve>• love me. But he doesn 't love me anyway. So I can throw the pie i f I
want to. I picked up the pic, thanked God for the linoleum floor, and threw
it. (175)
With this act, the destruction of the pic, Rachel finally stops using food as a mask for
caring or a substitution of self and actually uses it as a weapon (of sorts). She has
overcome her need to simply use food as a cement between people and has come to
realize that food can also help her express her rage. With this one moment, she begins to
take back her life and self respect. Later she rises above her anger to teach Mark the
secret to the vinaigrette so that he will have the knowledge once he is without her (an ;
of giving while also being an acknowledgment of impending marital separation).
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Joyce Caro! Oates also uses a cookbook author and her meals to enact and
illustrate the subversive messages that can be sent by food. Glynnis McCullough, a
character in American Appetites, is “a food expert and a compiler of regional and ethnic
cookbooks of uncommon originality and pictorial beauty” (7). Glynnis discovers a large
check, written by her husband, made out to another woman; she. then, mistakenly assumes
that her husband is having an affair. On the night she plans to confront him, she uses her
talents in the kitchen, a sphere that she normally embraces as a site of nurturing creativity,
to help her demonstrate her disgust for her husband. To offset the nice bottle of Italian
wine, all the other elements of the dinner (all his favorite dishes) are a little off the mark
from Glynnis’ usual high culinary standards. Glynnis has been drinking wine while making
dinner, but I do not believe that the reader can simply attribute the sub-standard quality of
the meal to alcohol consumption. The meal signifies her anger and hurt. The salmon
steaks are dry, full of bones, and too cool. She forgets the lemon altogether, and when
she finally brings it to the table, the slices have pieces of seed. The asparagus and small
red potatoes are overcooked. The salad of Romainc lettuce has brown spots and is too
warm, and it is topped with a dressing both “vinegary' and oleaginous” (83-86). Glynnis is
uncomfortable and angry, and she uses the meal to successfully make Ian ill at ease before
even letting him know that she suspects an affair. She uses her culinary knowledge to
forecast her suspicions.
Another novel, Reckless Appetites: A Culinary Romance by Jacqueline Dcvai,
discusses at length a similar penchant to produce a revenge-style meal to impose
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discomfort on the unsuspecting diner.9 Reckless Appetites’ strength lies mainly in its
incredible array of recipes and anecdotal information about cooking-the bibliography
(unusual for a fictional piece) is 13 pages long, small print. Pommc (whose name means
“apple” in French)10 is the protagonist who plots a revenge meal -ig.dnst her lover in
Chapter Four, aptly titled “Passion Gone Sour: Pomme Develops a Taste for Revenge”
(62). The reader is provided a plethora of revenge recipes, including New England Apple
Pie or a Recipe for Vengeance from Mark Twain’s A Tramp Abroad; The Count of Monte
Cristo’s Recipe for a Poison to Be Administered in Lemonade on An Angry, Hot
Summer’s Day from Dumas’ The Count o f Monte Cristo’, and a recipe on How to Kill and
Haim from Zora Neale Hurston’s ethnographic account Mules and Men. She also
ponders various poisons that can be administered undetected via various foods. However,
she does not cany out any of her vengeful desires.
Another story of vcngcnce that does get carried out is Fannie Flagg’s Fried Green
Tomatoes at the Whistle Stop Cafe. The multi-generational entanglements are combined
with love, work, and murder. The complicated plot finds its resolution in Frank Bennett’s
death; this white man was the evil force in the lives of these characters. Frank Bennett
dies at the hands of a small black woman who had gained her strength from “handling five-

9 Another description of a dinner, like that in Reckless Appetites, that would wreck the stomach of the
diner is given in Pampille’s short essay translated as “The Awful Dinner.” She describes the common
practices of hostesses that ruin a meal, such as bright white walls, ugly uncomforablc furniture, tepid
soup, unappetising courses, scarce wine, and too many guests (King 3-6). Her obvious intent is to stop
these practices among the party-givers of her era.
10 Pornme’s name in french means “apple,” which connotes the Bible and Eve. Pomme is a character
who seduces, pleases, and informs others with her culinary talents and voracious reading of culinary
materials. A deeper analysis of Pomme is needed but is beyond the scope of this project.
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pound skillets, two at a time, since she was eleven" (364). The denouement, however, is a
surprising act of cannibalism, wherein Big George, a cook at the Whistle Stop Cafe, serves
up Frank Bennett as barbecue (367).
The kitchen can send other messages of discontent, sometimes manifesting in
rebellion rather than revenge upon a specific person or circumstance. It is easy to
overlook rebellion in the literatures of food because such rebellion is often embedded into
a larger, more obvious activity by a character or subject. Eating is an everyday activity,
and if the fiction writer describes the eating habits of a character that is not completely
“acceptable” in the dominant culture, those eating habits can lead to insight into that
characterization; the same holds true for cookbook authors and recipe card sharers, all of
which will be explored here.
In the novel Housekeeping bv Marilynne Robinson, we see the subversive behavior
of Sylvie, an itinerant aunt of two young girls, Ruth and Lucille. As one of the only
surviving adult members of the Fisher clan, Sylvie is summoned to take care of the girls.
Sylvie has led an unusual life for a woman of the 1950s in Fingerbone, Idaho. After
leaving home and marrying a man that she eventually loses contact with, it becomes clear
as the novel progresses that Sylvie is somewhat of a hobo, riding empty freight cars. She
docs this by choice, enjoying the variety of folks that she meets along the way.
When called to Fingerbone to assume responsibility for Ruth and Lucille, Sylvie re
enters her childhood home where the girls now reside. Returning to her childhood home
docs not, however, rekindle the patterned behaviors of neatness and home living. Instead,
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Sylvie seems to “deconstruct” the house, allowing the outdoors to come inside the home.
Eventually, there arc leaves whispering in the comers of the rooms and squirrels in the
eaves; Ruth describes the transformation of the house as becoming “attuned to the orchard
and to the particularities of weather, even in the first days of Sylvie’s housekeeping” (85).
And while Sylvie speaks often of housekeeping, the house and the outdoors become more
and more muted.
Entrenched in her transient lifestyle, Sylvie never quite rids herself of old habits.
She sleeps with her shoes on and with a newspaper over her face, she times her days by
the comings and goings of the trains, and she continues to cat as a transient would eat,
feeding the girls in a similar manner. While they eat in the kitchen, they dine with the light
off, sitting in the dark. The meals arc those of transients.
Sylvie brings the life of a transient to Ruth and Lucille, a lifestyle not acceptable to
the community of Fingerbone. Whereas Lucille eventually runs away to live with her
Home Economics teacher, Ruth slowly takes on the qualities and habits of Sylvie. Sylvie,
by continuing to consume the food of a hobo traveler, openly resists the tenets of
“housekeeping.” This novel is examined in more detail in Chapter Two.
I turn to The Alice B. Toklas Conk Book to highlight a different kind of rebellion.
Toklas includes in her chapter “Recipes from Friends" the now-famous “Haschich Fudge,”
contributed presumably by Brian Gysen.11 This recipe, which was originally printed only
in the European edition of the cookbook (American publishers thought it too controversial

11 In some editions, this name is spelled Brion Gysin.
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to include), is witty, chatty, and rebellious all at once. Toklas does not make it clear
whether the recipes included in this section arc transcribed as the contributors offered
them to her, or whether she has rewritten them for her cookbook. Nevertheless, the very
act of including a recipe wherein an ingredient is a drug was a bold step in her time, no
matter which side of the ocean she resided on.
The subtitle to the recipe “Haschich Fudge” reads “(which anyone could whip up
on a rainy day)," is humorous in and of itself, a direct suggestion as to what a cook could
create to enliven her or his day. The recipe continues in this vein:
This is the food of Paradisc-of Baudelaire’s Artificial ParadAes: it might
provide an entertaining refreshment for a Ladies’ Bridge Club or a chapter
meeting of the DAR ...Luphoria and brilliant storms of laughter; ecstatic
reveries and extensions of one’s personality on several simultaneous planes
arc to be complacently expected. (259)
To simply imagine a meeting of the DAR in 1954 infused with a drug is riotous: the
suggestion of it bizarre, indeed. Toklas is chiding the self-imposed propriety of women’s
social organizations of her time, undermining the attempts of American women to appear
pure, socially benevolent, and upstanding as members of respectable communities.
As it is unclear whether Toklas or Gyscn worded the introduction to the recipe,
we cannot assume with absolute certainty that the chiding stems from her own sense of
humor, but upon textual examination, it is highly probable that Toklas die ach
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commentary to the beginning of the recipe (a close examination of this cookbook and the
haschich fudge recipe appears in Chapter 3 of this dissertation).
Another “recipe" that undermines the tenets of the established social order is one
for abortion. In her article “Mrs. Bland’s Recipe,” Kathy Passcro relates the story of
running across a “recipe” for abortion in her great-grandmother’s “Important Book,” a
scrapbook of clippings, party invitations, and other lifetime mementos. Passcro is shocked
at the harsh ingredients, including boric acid, but she then goes on to discuss the shrouded
information, even detailing her grandmother’s recollection of a home abortion that the
great-grandmother had given herself. Such a “recipe,” hidden in a woman’s private
collection, tells volumes about the struggle that women had to endure in order to maintain
some control over their reproductive lives. Indeed, such a recipe, passed gv.iet.'y from
woman to woman, is the epitome of rebellion against patriarchal control over women's
lives and the efforts that women made in order to gain some semblance of control over
their own destiny.
In a cookbook that almost defies any cliche about the human spirit, In Memory's
Kitchen: A Legacy from the Women o/Terezin brings to our attention how recipes make
concrete the resistance to overwhelming horror while allowing women to assert the
importance of food for spiritual, cultural and artistic heritage. Terezin, also known as
Thcrcsicnstadt, was a concentration camp12 for Jewish prisoners under Hitler’s rule.
Many died in Terezin, and many left Terezin to be killed in other concentration camps.13

13 Terezin was also called a ghetto, a “way station,” holding station, or transit station by Michael
Berenbaum who wrote the introduction for In Memory's Kitchen.
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The people in Tcrezin, however, struggled to keep any semblance of normal life that they
could. They had lending libraries, choirs, symphonies, and art activities for two reasons:
first, the occupants of Terczin wanted to preserve what they could of the outside world,
and second, the Nazis used Tcrezin as a “model” for demonstration of German
humanitarianism (a false vision because outsiders only saw the best areas of the ghetto, not
representative of the daily life of poverty, malnourishment, and mistreatment).
Cara De Silva, the editor of In Memory's Kitchen, came to work on the cookbook
after it had endured a complicated journey. The original manuscript was compiled by
Mina Pachtcr, a resident of Terczin. It contains recipes from many hands, most
unidentified. Mina Piichter entrusted the package to a friend on her deathbed, and it was
then passed from hand to hand until it reached Mina’s daughter in New York, twenty-five
years later. Anny Stern, Mina’s daughter, did not know the package existed until a voice
i
at the other end of the phone one day asked if she was Anny Stem. When Anny said yes,
the voice said, “Then I have a package for you from your mother” (xxv). An..y Stem’s
mother had been dead for over twenty years. The fragile package contained a picture of
Mina with her grandson Peter (Stem’s son), letters, and a hand-sewn book containing
recipes written by many people. Cara De Silva writes
Bom out of the abyss, it is a document that can be comprehended
only at the farthest reaches of the mind. Did setting down recipes bring
comfort amid chaos and brutality? Did it bring hope for a future in which
someone might prepare a meal from them again?...To recall them in
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desperate circumstances is to reinforce a sense of self and to assist us in
our struggle to preserve [cultural identities], (xxvi)
Anny Stem stated that the book proved that even in great adversity, the spirit of humans
lives on; the weapons employed towards resistance, in this case, were the foods of their
heritage. Around eighty recipes were recorded, from Kletzenbrot (a fruit bread) to
Erdapfel Dalken (potato doughnuts) to Milchrahmstrudel (milk-cream strudel).
Why would those who were starving in a concentration camp write about food?
Ruth Schwerfegcr, in her book Women ofTheresienstadt. Voices from a Concentration
Camp, found in her research that “Food, memories of it, missing it, craving it, dreaming of
it" was a constant factor in all the Theresienstadt memoirs (De Silva xxvii). Recipes, then,
for the women who wrote them down for the manuscript cookbook that Mina Pachter
compiled, not only satisfied cravings and evoked memories but also preserved heritage
while resisting the dehumanizing circumstances within Terezin.”
Manuscript cookbooks were also important to the Jewish community for two other
reasons. According to Marion Kaplan, the League of Jewish Women, in an effort to
alleviate some of the hardships of daily living that was deteriorating so fast, created a
cookbook. Also, manuscript cookbooks arc a common artifact in the Jewish culture (Dc
Silva xxxii).13

13 Other recipe collections have eotnc from war prisoners, including Fowler’s Recipes out o f Bilibicl,
which consists of recipes by male prisoners of war in the Philippines inside a Japanese camp.
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So strong arc food preferences and traditions that the people of Tcrezin would
argue over “proper" preparation of dishes (Dc Silva xxviii). Dorothy Wagner, in her
introduction to Recipes out o f Bilibid by Colonel H. C. Fowler, notes that
Discussion of [food] preparation and the heated arguments concerning the
superiority of one method over another served as more than an anodyne for
their tortured nerves. It strengthened their resolution to survive, if only
because it made more vivid, not what they sought to escape from, but what
they were resolved to return to. (qtd. in Dc Silva xxxi)
The importance of food was no less for the women of Tcrezin. Cooking was “one of the
chief activities that defined them as wives and mothers” (De Silva xxxi), and as such, the
cookbook was the material manifestation of their identities, their heritage, their hopes for
the future, and their resistance to annihilation
Writing a cookbook was more meaningful to these women than trying to recreate
their traditional dishes with scanty or nonexistent ingredients while at the camp. Writing
down the ingredients and their preparation allowed it be to the same, to fix it in time as it
always was. It preserved the past for the future. The occupants of Terezin died in droves,
knowing that this must be their own fate; nevertheless these women quietly preserved
what their lives had been via recipes. This cookbook is a medium for these women in
resisting the genocide that claimed so many. It is a testament by women and a document
of what they felt was important to their lives: their culinary heritage.
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These forms of rebellion ana resistance in the spheres of cooking, dining, and
recipe sharing arc examples aimed at bringing attention to the phenomenon which has been
mostly disregarded or unacknowledged to date. By no means arc these kinds of
“rebellious” instances or acts of resistance the only forms of such acts: I intend merely to
point them out so as to draw attention to the possibilities that literatures of food can offer
women writers (in all genres) to articulate positions that arc outside of the housewifely
image that so many people associate with meal producers.
While i have brought to attention the acts of revenge, rebellion, or resistance
grounded in food production, meal presentation and recipes, we must remember that those
acts arise from a main locus of power that women have access to: food. That locus of
power is more often than not, however, exercised positivcly-rnost basically to nourish,
and more complexly to create art. As Cara Do Siiva states in her introduction to In
Memory’s Kitchen, “In the case of Mina’s manuscript-a product of Tcrezin, where
cultural ferment was constant-such a demonstration of the domestic arts must also be ,..en
as part of a larger artistic whole” (xxxiii).
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Art in the Everyday: Creations from the Medium of Food

Tiie pie is an English institution, which, planted on American soil, forthwith ran rampant
and hurst forth into an untold variety o f genera and species. Not merely the old
traditional mince pie, but a thousand strictly American seedlings from that main stock,
evinced the power o f American housewives to adapt old institutions to new uses.
Pumpkin pies, cranberry pies, huckleberry pies, cherry pies, green-currant pies, peach,
pear and plum pies, custard pies, apple pies, Marlhorough-pudding pies,-pies with top
crusts, and pies without,-pies adorned with all sorts o f fanciful Jlutings and architectural
strips laid across and around, and otherwise varied, attested to the boundless fertility o f
the feminine mind, when once let loose in a given direction.
-Harriet Beecher Stowe

If we accept that cooking and those who perform its tasks grows from specific
societal and cultural spheres that allow for revenge and rebellion, then, conversely, that
sphere is also available to the cook as a place to create positively and lovingly. Because
sites of oppression are often sites where the marginalized people s spend much of their
time, that time and limited space can become spheres that encourage their own art forms
rising from the materials at hand.

It is not unfamiliar to hear the phrase “the art of cooking,” whether listening to a
radio cooking show, watching a cooking segment on a morning talk show, reading an
article, or perusing a cookbook. The phrase has become a cliche. If cooking is truly an
art, however, why arc not the artists lauded and recognized for their daily work? If
cooking is an art, why arc there not serious discussions about the elemental qualities that
make cooking artistic? In what ways is this tenn being used and why? And, most
importantly, how docs the art come to expression?
In her essay “Making Ait Versus Making Do,” Amy B. Trubek provides the
historical background for the difference between “art” and “craft” as applied to the
culinary arts. She asserts that in the second half of the 19th century, the terms “art” and
“craft” came to have distinct meanings, and those emerging differences relied on the
functionality of the product (11). Trubek offers a section from Escoffier wherein he, the
lauded chef, berates the talents of the woman cook because she wants exact measurements
and depends too much on exactness. He acknowledges that domestic cookciy is woman’s
“sphere in life,” but implies that she lacks the spontaneity and creativity that a true chef
must possess. Trubek writes, “As we can see from Escoffier’s analysis...women could be
cooks, but they could not be expert cooks, artists. Artistry becomes a gendered category
for chefs” (11, emphasis in original). If, then, artistry in cooking could only be accessed
by the men, it is understandable why domestic cookery was ignored as a viable artistic
outlet for so many years.

(
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In 1972, Don Yoder, folklorist, wrote a chapter in Folklore and Folklife: An
Introduction entitled “Folk Cookery.” In the first line of that chapter, he defines folkcookery' as “traditional domestic cookery marked by regional variations” (325). Later in
that chapter, he addresses the function of folk cookery and describes that function:
Like all aspects of folk culture it [folk cookery] was related, integrally and
functionally, to all other phases of the culture, and in its elaboration
became, like dress and architecture, a work o f art. (338, emphasis added).
Beyond this bow to the cliche, Yoder does not go on to support his assertion that cooking
is an art beyond noting the similarities to dress and architecture. Yoder was one of the
first Americans in his field to assert that folk cookery deserved deep and protracted
attention from folklorists and anthropologists, but he does not closely examine why he
places cooking within the framework of art.
Another folklorist, Charles Camp, noticed a distinction in calling cookery an “art”
or a “science”: naming cookety as a science somehow hints at the idea that “the
exactitude required to produce culinary perfection [as science] and the aesthetic sense to
recognize it [as art] were somehow distinct from each other” (49). He goes on to
speculate that if cooking is, ndeed, an art, it is not counted among the national treasures
because it “is not an elective art to which one may feel a calling” like the making of lace or
composing literature or music. Rather, it is “a compulsory domestic skill...based on the
unforgiving premise that one who cooks is consistently and quietly good at it” (49). The
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culinary artist, then, driven by basic bodily needs, performs her art daily without
recognition and to an audience that, generally, demands production and ignores artistry.
In Aptheker's chapter “The Dailincss of Women’s Lives,” she comes a bit closer in
asserting that cooking is, indeed, an art form by associating it (as Yoder does) with more
recognized art forms. She asserts that the “need for beauty” within the daily elements of
women’s lives surfaces in various media: plants, gardens, linens, and cooking. In “Recipes
for Values,” Curtin more clearly defines the parameters of cooking as an art in comparison
with the more recognized art forms, presenting a distinction between “high” art and “low”
art, specifically drawing gender based lines of demarcation.
“Fine arts” include painting, sculpture, and literature, and (so it is often
argued by formalists) are independent of national boundaries; “applied arts”
include potteiy and quilts, and cannot fransccnd the specific'CustOKTsof a
particular place. The distinction is even gender-based: fine arts and
international cuisine are the “father,” while applied arts and popular cuisine
are the “mother.” (125)
“Mother” arts, to use Curtin’s term, arc those that are, typically, undefined, unexamined,
and unappreciated because of their ephemeral nature. Such arts arise from the need, as
Yoder points out, to create beauty even in the smallest of everyday elements. While the
creators of this everyday art enjoy its beauty, the folklorists have made it their task to
interpret how those creations come to have an aesthetic of their own, arising from the
culture, material elements, and values of the enactors.
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Folklorists study and interpret the expressive crcations-stories, games,
songs, foodways, rituals—that people make in and of their everyday lives.
They thus attend to the aesthetic choices people make, their ways of
bringing beauty and entertainment into the;, daily occupations and of
ritualizing their identities. The focus fis] on the art in the everyday.
(Radnor, “Preface” viii; emphasis in the original)
If, indeed, we arc to see the an in everyday tasks, then we need to establish which
elements arc muly artistic and which arc truly everyday responsibilities performed
perfunctorily.
In America Eats: Forms o f Edible Folk Art, William Woys Weaver addresses
specifically the artistic qualities that may apply to cookery. He asserts that cookery is
ordered by the same tenets as architecture because both are ordered by “structure of
content, its organic composition, and by structure of the form, the organization of its
physical and most visible parts” (4). He goes on to assert that form is “articulated by
dccoration-or by a conscious lack of it.” However , form in this sense has different levels
for the “audience” of the food, for when food is considered an “art form,” we often recall
the ornate confections, cakes, or breads of professional cooks. “Folk cookery,” the food
preparation habits and practices of agrarian cooks (4), is also artistically bounded by rules
of structure and form, but it also must reflect and/or enhance the social setting (40-41).
Ornament in folk cookery, such as the various pie structures and “bird tracks” of the crust
is “a symbol to aid the memory and to please the eye” (41-42).

54
Cooking, as an activity, is not inherently artistic, but it can be a canvas for artistic
expression. As demonstrated by Harriet Beecher Stowe in the quote that headed this
chapter, making a pic is an apt example. There is the European cultural template of mince
pic that served as the starting point for creativity in ingredients. That channeled creativity,
further refined by community competition (or other phenomena), led to the “architectural”
manifestations of the crust-weavings, flutings, cutouts, tracks, and so on. The simple
crust can be material for artistic consffuction as can the various ingredients and their
creative combinations.
Cookbook authors often consider their topic to be the documentation of an art
form. There are many more examples (especially of late the titles that take some form of
The A n o f___ Cooking), but these will suffice to prove my point.
-Hannah Glasse’s The Art o f Cookery Made Plain and Easy{ 1747)
-Amelia Simmon’s American Cookery: or, The Art o f Dressing
Viands. Fish, Poultry & Vegetables (1796)
-Alexandre Dumas’ A Propos d'Art et de Cuisine (1877)
-Auguste Escoffier’s The Escoffier Cookbook: A Guide to the Fine Art
o f Cookety (1941)
-Raymond Oliver’s Art etMagie de la Cuisine (1955)
-Diana Kennedy’s The Art o f Mexican Cooking (1989)
As these titles indicate, the assumption that cooking is an art form is understood. Within
the pages of these and other cookbooks, we see repeatedly the same assumption, and not
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just in connection to French or other European restaurant cooking practices even though
these are more often described as artistic than other cultures’ dishes. For an example of
the bias that assumes European cooking more artistic, consider this quip from Alice B.
Toklas:
The French approach to food is characteristic; they bring to their
consideration of the table the same appreciation, respect, intelligence and
lively interest that they have for the other arts, for painting, for literature
and for the ihcatre. (3)
This notion of European culinary superiority did not, however, stop others from thinking
of their own cookery as artistic. Toklas was widely known and served dishes that were
legendary in their complexity' and palatability; she lived among artist ;, and so the move
towards calling her culinary talent “art” might be understandable. But what about the
more humble cook, the one who made meal after meal, day alter day? How did she/he
categorize this daily work? Thirty one years before Toklas made the above statement, the
contributors to the modest 1923 collection The Edmore Cookbook, produced by the
Ladies Aid of Edmore, North Dakota, wrote this inscription at the bottom of the title
page: “To the Lords of Creation, dear to us as Fathers, Brothers, Husbands or Sons, keen
critics of the culinary art, this Book is devotedly dedicated” (emphasis added). While
revealing the cultural emphasis of the time,, where life revolved around masculine work
and pursuits, this small dedication claims forthrightly that the tasks of the women arc,
indeed, artistic, no matter the cookery’s history' or ingredients. The women of the Ladies
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Aid, in this small gesture, arc claiming that the hard work that they put into feeding their
families is more than survival or necessity; it is a serious assertion that their work can be
artistic and fulfilling to their creative selves.
Similarly, in the compiled cookbook Jewish Home Beautiful, the role of artistry by
women is clearly defined by this small but powerful statement: “To live as a Jewess, a
woman must have something of the artist in her” (Kirshcnblatt-Gimblctt 10). In Jewish
Home Beautiful, a small religious pageant is detailed for the home cook/mothcr to
perform. Care must be taken in all aspects of presenting the home pageant, and this
production is an arena tor creativity, as noted by the editor of the cookbook; the editor
states that “every mother is Israel [must] assume her role as an artist” when making the
food items for the pageant (Kirshenblatt-Gimblctt 10). There is no doubt from these
instructions that women are culinary artists and their talent should promote spiritual well
being for the cooks and their families.
In a related but alternatively-focused line of thinking, Mollie Katzen, renowned
author of and contributor to several vegetarian cookbooks of the 1980s and 1990s, links
her love of drawing and painting to her love for cooking and creating dishes. In the
preface for her work Still Life with Menu, a cookbook replete with full-color
reproductions of her paintings of food and the table, she writes, “For me, the boundary
between these two creative channels [painting/drawing and cooking] is a soft one.
sometimes disappearing altogether” (7).
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Such movement between traditional forms of high art and the preparation and
presentation of food has seen many manifestations, but perhaps the most impressive
museum-quality project is Judy Chicago’s The Dinner Party, an extravaganza of pottery,
stitchcry, tiling, and cultural references pertaining to women exclusively. Chicago’s
magnificent “piece” is a large table set for thirty-nine notable women in Western history,
each with her own “plate” (a large porcelain sculpture that reflects Chicago’s image of
these individuals) with a runner to enhance the setting. In addition, for all of the women
that she wanted to pay tribute to but could not (because of spatial and financial
restrictions), Chicago painted their names on the tile flooring that is surrounded by the
triangular “table,” each side “seating” the 13 that she made place setting for. According to
Chicago, her aim was to educate people about the accomplishments of women, and she
desired to “relate our history through art, particularly through techniques traditionally
associated with women-china-painting and needlework” (The Dinner Party, 12). Judy
Chicago, an artist, formulated her goal of educating the public about women’s
accomplishments by bringing a larger-than-life dinner party to fruition, using her artistic
ability in ceramics and porcelain along with teams of talented workers. The Dinner Party
is symbolic on many levels, from the triangular table (aiming for a vision o f an equal
world) to the imagery sculpted on the plates to the runners that surround the plates to the
floor on which the table stands. The table in this case was a large multi-faceted work
aimed directly at enhancement of knowledge about women’s worlds and accomplishments.
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For a detailed look at her project, see the publications The Dinner Party: A Symbol o f OutHeritage and Embroidering Our Heritage: The Dinner Party Needlework.
Perhaps for those who arc intimate with the workings of cookeiy and presentation,
the move to labeling such activities as “art” is not problematic. If one’s focus, energy, and
creativity finds its place in a particular medium, it’s probably fair to call that
production/activity “art,” especially if that production (whether it be painting, sculpture,
music, or even cooking or writing about food) produces in the maker and the
observer/participant an aesthetic emotion. John Thome (a cookbook reviewer/critic)
proposes that food writing is an art in itself: “It is in the prose with which they [food
writers] situate [their recipes] that we hear the hum of that devoted attention that made
this food be. This is art. We know because it touches us beyond hunger: it makes us feel”
(qtd. in Schinto, “The Art” 490). Cookery is a viable art form for some, and the recipe or
description of a particular dish can participate in the evocation of the pleasure once known
or imagined. Toklas clearly believes that recipes have the power to transform a recipient:
When treasures are recipes they are less clearly, less distinctly remembered
than when they are tangible objects. They evoke however quite as vivid a
feeling-that is, to some of us who, considering cooking an art, feel that a
way of cooking can produce something that approaches an aesthetic
emotion. What more can one say? If one had the choice of again hearing
Pachmann play the two Chopin sonatas or dining once more at the Cafe
Anglais, which would one choose? (The Alice B. Toklas Cook Book 100)

59
Toklas draws her conclusion easily because she was enmeshed in the activities of the
kitchen to such a dcgrcc-and enjoyed others’ cooking so much-that she considered
cooking and eating to be the means to the end of experiencing an aesthetic emotion,
perhaps the ultimate connection one can make with any art.
Certainly, Toklas considered the creations of the chefs at the Cafe Anglais to be
artistry, and in “Babette’s Feast,” Isak Dinesen writes about one woman’s art (honed in
the kitchens at the Cafe Anglais) in the culinary world. Through a series of events ensuing
from the catastrophes of a French civil war, Babettc Flersant becomes the housemaid of
two aging Pentecostal sisters, Martinc and Philippa, in the depths of Norway. The sisters
lead a sparse, frugal life that revolves around carrying on the word of their deceased
pastor-father (the old Dean) and caring for the needy. With a letter of recommendation
from Monsieur Papin, and old love of Philippa, the sisters take in the destitute Babette.
The letter from Papin, after an explanation of her circumstances, simply states, “Babette
can cook” (34).
For fifteen years, Babette attends to the sisters as any servant would, cooking,
cleaning, and tending to the needs of the congregation. She learns how to cook their
traditional foods, but embellishes them to make them tastier than ever before. On the onehundredth anniversary of the father’s birth, Babette asks that she be allowed to make the
honorary dinner for the sisters and the small congregation. Soon before this request,
Babettc had received notice that she had won 10,000 francs in the lottery’. She chooses to
use all of her winnings, unbeknownst to the sisters, in creating this dinner.
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She sets the usually spartan table with magnificent linen, silver, and plate. She
serves a fine Amontillado, turtle soup, Veuve Cliquot 1860 (champagne), Caillcs cn
Sarcophagc, and perfect fruit. General Locwcnhiclm, a past suitor to the sister Martine, is
present at this feast honoring the old Dean. Since he had left Martine so many years
before, he had become a man of taste, refinement, and honor. As he eats the feast
provided by Babette, he recalls an identical meal he once had in Paris at the Cafe Anglais,
a grand restaurant renowned for its magnificent chef, “a person known all over Paris as the
greatest culinary genius of the age, and-most surprisingly-a woman!” (58)
It comes to pass after the guests have left, that Babette Hersant finally reveals her
culinary roots to the sisters: she is, indeed, the chef that General Loewenhielm referred to
(64). She also tells them that she will not be returning to Paris with her ten thousand
francs, for it had all been spent on the feast for the old Dean. Philippa says that she should
not have spent the money for their sake, to which Babette replies, “For your sake?...No.
For my own...I am a great artist!” (66) In the final paragraphs of the tale, Babette asserts
to these women that she is a great artist no less than six times. Again and again, “I am a
great artist!”
Dincsen assumes that her readership will accept that a chef from a prestigious
French restaurant, a chef lauded for her talent, is an artist indeed. Such culturally-bound
assumptions of high culinary expertise is the premise for Babette’s assertion that she is an
artist. All of Paris knew it, and a small section of rural Norway came to experience it,
even if those participants did not know or comprehend the magnitude of their feast’s
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creator’s talent. However, Babcttc knew in the very being of her soul that she was more
than a well-trained cook: she was an artist vn her own right.
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Whose Kitchen Is This From? Recipes Embedded in Fiction

I taught Mark to make the vinaigrette. Mix 2 tablespoons Grey Poupon mustard with 2
tablespoons good red wine vinegar. Then, whisking constantly with a fork, slowly add 6
tablespoons olive oil, until the vinaigrette is thick and creamy; this makes a vety strong
vinaigrette that's perfect fo r salad greens like aureole and watercress and endive.
-from Nora Ephron’s Heartburn

Some novels of late have integrated kitchen activities into the central story line by
providing actual recipes. In the quote heading this section, Ephron allows the reader
access to a working recipe for vinaigrette-a recipe intended for Mark. In another novel,
Esquivel’s Like Water fo r Chocolate (addressed at length in Chapter Two), recipes form
an integral part of the work’s textuality and plot movement. In a slightly different move,
Flagg’s Fried Green Tomatoes at the Whistle Stop Cafe also provides recipes, but not
until the conclusion of the story.
This technique, of providing working recipes within fictional texts, is a recent
literary development. Women writers seem now to create novels that reflect their worlds
and areas of interest specifically. Imagery, metaphor, design, diction...all of these
considerations for fiction have taken on a myriad of new shapes and designs. Bender
asserts that “ ...for the contemporary woman poet and writer of fiction, the rituals of
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cooking, serving, and eating are vital signs of feminine experience, simultaneously
promising power and awakening uneasy dreams” (319). The inclusion of recipes that can
be directly assumed into a reader’s actual kitchen and consumed is one manifestation of
those rituals of which Bender speaks; yet the use of recipes compels the dynamic between
reader and text to become more fluid.
To turn again to the Ephron quote at the beginning of this section, we see that
Rachel is finally teaching Mark the well-protected recipe for vinaigrette. It starts, “I
taught Mark to make the vinaigrette.” Rachel is functioning as the “I” with the recipient
being Mark. When the dressing stays within the covers of the novel, existing as part of the
fictional world of Rachel and Mark Samstat, the dressing itself is fictional, something that
did not really happen or something that does not or did not exist. What is happening
simultaneously, when we look at it, is that Nora Ephron is teaching us, the readers, the
vinaigrette. As soon as the reader acknowledges that the vinaigrette recipe is “real” and
can be incorporated into her/his own recipe files and served as part of a meal, the fictional
clement of the novel has moved into reality. The borders that fiction readers naturally
assume embodied by the willing suspension of disbelief.. .all of those assumptions begin to
blur. When the reader cooks from recipes that the fictional characters provide, those
characters can seem more “real” and more a part of the reader’s daily life. The characters
contribute rather than merely entertain. Those recipes are didactic in this regard, teaching
readers who choose to use them a way of producing that they did not previously know.
As something extra in a novel, recipes can, perhaps, be considered a “treat” of sorts,
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giving readers yet another reason to approach a particular novel. And for those readers
who only read the recipes and do not make the food, those recipes arc still points of
learning about how to combine ingredients, and they arc also learning what kinds of food
are important to the characters (and the author of the book), as well as providing a new
sensory level to the reading.
In other sections of Ephron’s novel, the intent of the narrator, Rachel, is clearly to
teach the reader, not another character, how to make a dish. For instance, Rachel
provides a recipe for cheesecake: “Here’s Amelia’s cheesecake recipe; she always said she
got it from the back of the Philadelphia cream cheese package” (49). In an interesting
move, Ephron multiplies the narrating frameworks: Ephron creates Rachel who writes to
the reader about Amelia’s recipe that Amelia read from the cream cheese package. If the
reader has ever read the cream cheese package, she/he will find the recipe for the
cheesecake; Ephron, however, brings this recipe to the readers once again, validating its
goodness by having a fictional cookbook writer provide it to the reader within the fictional
text. That recipe resides, because of this narrative layering, both in the fictional and the
“real” worlds.
Ephron’s incorporation of recipes into the work reads much like the cookbook by
Alice B. Toklas, with recipes as a continuation of the prose. The construction of the text
and the diction Ephron uses assures us that Rachel is writing the novel Heartburn so that
readers can access her story and her recipes. The recipes themselves have their own index
at the end of the work so the reader can easily find them if she/he desires to do so. The
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existence of an index to the recipes shows that Ephron wants the book to be used beyond
the initial plot-driven reading: the recipes are meant to be used like those in a cookbook.
The fiction is a framework for the culinary information that the author wishes to impart.
The readers' interaction with the text is not only linear and chronological but personally
applicable.
In a slightly different move, Flagg provides us with recipes for dishes served at the
Whistle Stop Cafe in Fried Green Tomatoes. While the narrative centers on the
characters who establish and run the cafe, the reader never gains access to the foods
directly during the story itself: it is only upon completion of the narrative that the reader is
supplied with recipes. While the tale states “The End” on page 395, the story continues,
in a manner of speaking, on page 396, where the reader encounters “Sipsey’s Recipes:
Compliments of Evelyn Couch.” Sipsey’s recipes (she was a cook at the Whistle Stop)
had been recorded by Mrs. Cleo Threadgoode, the elderly woman who befriended Evelyn
Couch a»od told her of the Whistle Stop Cafe and the murder associated with its owners,
Idgie and Ruth.
In a box that Cleo Threadgoode left for Evelyn Couch upon Cleo’s death, there
were the recipes that Sipsey had cooked. Cleo wrote for Evelyn this explanation: “Here
are some of Sipsey’s original recipes I wrote down. They have given me so much
pleasure, I thought I’d pass them on to you, especially the one for Fried Green Tomatoes”
(381). Thus, we learn some of the line of inheritance for Sipscy’s recipes (we do not
know how Cleo received the recipes), and as readers, we become the next recipients of
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Sipscy’s original dishes. With the inclusion of the recipes for the reader to make in her/his
own kitchen, the fictional lives of the characters become “real'’ as they arc enacted in
kitchens or imaginations of the readers of the novel.
Each recipe has a commentary, presumably written by Clco, following it, and
sometimes those comments reflect the preferences of other fictional characters, another
layer of characterization not otherwise available within the main narrative structure. For
example, the recipe for Pecan Pie is followed by “Sinful stuff-Stump’s favorite” (397).
Again, the reader encounters multiple narrative layers: an omniscient narrator/newspaper
clipper reveals the relationship between Cleo Threadgoode and Evelyn Couch within the
novel’s overall narrative framework; within that fiction, Cleo tells Evelyn of Sipsey and
the events surrounding the Whistle Stop; Sipsey had (supposedly) given her recipes to
Cleo, who then passes them on to Evelyn. And while Evelyn is not the narrator or reteller
o f the tale Cleo has revealed to her, the reader is nevertheless given access to the recipes
that now lie in Evelyn’s possession, another manifestation of the omniscient narrator who
ties these complicated events together. The availability of the recipes to the reader is
different in formulation than in Heartburn, for in Heartburn, the reader is often directly
addressed by Rachel, the narrator. In Fried Green Tomatoes, the recipes contain
commentary, but those comments arc from Clco to Evelyn; the reader is simply an intruder
on Evelyn’s newly attained recipes. And while the reader is given the recipes by the
narrator and/or the author of the novel, the manner in which the recipes are shared makes
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it apparent that the readership is not the originally intended audience for the fictional
character’s recipes.14
In another sub-genre of fiction, the murder mystery, Diane Mott Davidson creates
the character of Goldy Bear, a caterer in Colorado, who continually finds dead people on
her catering assignments.15 In The Cereal Murders: A Culinary Mystery, the plot is
interspersed with her catering activities, as well as the kitchen creations of her foster-child,
Julian. Recipes for Happy Endings Plum Cake, Chocolate-Dipped Biscotti, Sony Cake,
and other dishes interrupt the prose of the mystery, as if the reader has stumbled across a
recipe card tucked into the pages of the book. The recipes have an entire page devoted to
each of them and have a border of items associated with cooking and the murder mysteiy
(bread, wine, cookies, muffins, cheese, a chefs hat, and a revolver). There is no attempt
by the main character, Goldy, or the narrator to introduce the recipes or explain their

14 After the immense popularity of the novel Fried Green Tomatoes and the equal success of the film
mirroring the novel, Fannie Flagg released a cookbook titled Original Whistle Stop Cafe Cookbook, which
includes recipes from the proprietors of the cafe the book was modeled upon, The Irondale Cafe in
Irondale, Alabama. This diner was started by Flagg’s great aunt Bess in the 1930s and is still a thriving
business, now owned by the McMichaels family. The cookbook gleans its contents from the restaurant’s
files and contains quotes from the novel in italics throughout; it also includes reminiscences from Flagg
about Bess’s lifetime experiences and her own memories that surround food-yet another layering of
narrativity and framework for this novel.
15 Other titles of “culinary mysteries” include several by Diane Mott Davidson, including Dying for
Chocolate. Killer Pancake. The Last Suppers, and The Main Corpse-, Janet Laurence’s Death and the
Epicure, A Tasty Way to Die and Recipe for Death; Nan Lyon and Ivan Lyon’s Someone Is Killing the
Great Chefs o f Europe-, Nancy Pickard’s The 27* Ingredient Chili Con Came Murders (written from the
notes of Virginia Rich after Rich’s death); Virginia Rich’s The Cooking School Murders, The Baked
Bean Supper Murders, and The Nantucket Diet Murders-, Murder on the Menu (an anthology of
“gourmet” mysteries by Asimov, Stout, Rendcll, and others), edited by Waugh, Greenberg, and Asimov;
and Murder Most Delicious edited by Martin Greenberg, containing “original mysteries and recipes" from
various authors. There are other culinary or food related mysteries that I have not listed here.
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appearance in the text. The author, Davidson, has simply inserted them in the appropriate
chapters associated with that particular food.
At the end of the book, an “Index to the Recipes” appears, as in Ephron’s
Heartburn. This textual “aid” functions like an index to any cookbook, leading the cook
directly to the recipe. This indicates the “intention” of the author, Davidson, to have the
recipes used, quite apart from the reading pleasure gained from the mystery itself. Once
the murderer has been exposed, the book does not lose its readership, if that readership
intends to utilize those dishes in her/his own kitchen.
Such inclusion of recipes into these women writers’ works is an interesting
fictional tool that raises many questions about intention, fiction versus non-fiction, and
incorporation of elements presented in fiction into one’s own daily routine. We can ask
why the author felt compelled to include recipes with the story when the story could have
survived easily without them. What is the purpose? I interpret such practices as more
than didactic: those recipes are insights into the character revealing her culinary
preferences. When those characters are cookbook writers, diner owners/workers,
caterers, or other culinary professionals, the food that they create is an integral part of
their identity: it is a routine, an income, a career, and, at times, an outlet of creativity for
those characters.
When those recipes are provided, the boundaries between fiction and non-fiction
arc challenged. Novels arc generally labeled as fiction while cookbooks arc supposedly
non-fiction. Fiction is make-believe, requiring the willing suspension of disbelief by the
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reader for a certain kind of pleasure to result. Cookbooks are perceived as straight
forward instructional manuals that arc not normally questioned for veracity. When an
author incorporates recipes into a fictional piece, the author is asking that the reader
suspend that suspension of disbelief enough to recognize that the recipes are “real” and are
good enough to interrupt or contribute to the overall sense of that piece. Nevertheless,
the reader is not privy to where those recipes originate (as the fiction has presented itself
thus far). That is, the reader-receiving the recipes through filters of narrators, narrating
frameworks, and fictional circumstances-does not usually know if these recipes are
“originals” from the creative hands of the author or whether the recipes have been taken
from personal recipe files, cookbooks, or other sources. We must ask ourselves at this
point, does this matter?
We may also consider the incorporation of recipes, scenes of cooking, and/or
representations of dining on the women authors’ part to reclaim, or claim, food as their
sphere of expertise. By providing the working recipes for the female characters who labor
with food, women authors are creating a kind of fictional text not before utilized by men.
To date, I have not found any fictional works by men that use the technique of recipe
incorporation. By allowing the reader to dip into the recipe files of characters or
narrators, the female author is enacting a common practice between women: the sharing of
recipes and techniques that can be used in the daily responsibility of preparing food. There
i

is an embedded social act of giving and receiving that moves beyond the imparting of a
story-therc is an act of sharing, teaching, and openness initiated by the author and finally
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enacted by the reader. The reader can reciprocate by giving the recipes life, thus the
characters or narrator(s) come to life.
The use of recipes within fictional texts must not, however, be confused with the
anthologies of food and/or dinners that arc alluded to in fictional works. For example,
The Literary Gourmet: Menus from Masterpieces by Linda Wolfe takes excerpts from
works including the Bible, Proust, Chaucer, Dickens, Dumas, Austen, Woolf and others
and pairs the dining scenes in those pieces with recipes that mirror as closely as possible
the foods presented in those works. In the foreword Wolfe explains why she chose her
methodology:
For the reader, the book provides the complete dinner scenes so that the
selections can be read and enjoyed for their own sake. For the cook, the
book provides recipes for the dishes so that these famous meals may be
sampled today, (xviii)
To supplement this, in the “Introduction to the Revised Edition,” Wolfe notes that dinner
scenes in such works have different purposes:
Sometimes [authors] included [dinner scenes] simply to provide
concreteness or to create the semblance of reality. Sometimes, however,
the scenes existed for more subtle purposes-to enable the author to
uncover gracefully a character’s psychological quirks or his social attitudes,
(xv)
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The purpose of such anthology/recipe collections is to provide for the curious rcader-cumcook recipes for famous meals, not to insert recipes into the original texts themselves. The
characters are not affected, and the original fictional text is not affected directly: only the
reader/cook has a different lens with which to sec the world that the author is trying to
create and sustain. A more detailed and comprehensive understanding of the novel’s milieu
is gained by the readers of such anthologies.
Such books provide a working background for foods that may be unfamiliar to the
reader of the books by these authors. We may wonder what constitutes the complexity of
the Boeuf en Daube that Mrs. Ramsay serves in W oolfs To The Lighthouse (sec the end
of Chapter 2 of this dissertation for various interpretations of Boeuf en Daube), or what
exactly a Neat’s Foot is as it is referred to in Shakespeare’s The Taming o f the Shrew. We
must remember that usually such recipes arc not culled from the fiction’s author’s recipe
filcs-rather, such collections arc attempts to recreate what the editor/writer of the
anthology perceives as being “as close as we can get.” These recipe anthologies do not
affect the original fictional text, but they provide supplemental information, much as
historical accounts “supplement” or enhance the novel and its milieu. This kind of book
might be considered by some to be an exercise in historical materialism because it attempts
to contextualize segments of history by providing materializable artifacts from that
particular time.
A particularly remarkable example of such historical materialism is represented in
the Wclschcs’ Gather’s Kitchens: Foodways in Literature and Life, which provides an in-
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depth look at the influence that prairie cooking practices and the realm of the kitchen had
upon Gather when she created her fictional characters for One o f Ours, My Antonia, O
Pioneers!, and “Neighbor Rosicky.” The Wclschcs meticulously display the connections
that Gather makes between the personalities and values of her characters and the practices
of those characters in their kitchens. The authors also assume that the reader of Cather's
Kitchens will learn more about Gather’s characters when they try the recipes in the book:
they write, “ ...let this book help you reproduce and enjoy some of the tastes and smells or
Cather’s kitchens” (41).
The bulk of the recipes included in the Welsch book come from Cather’s own
cookbook collection, which included The Home Queen Cook Book. The White House
Cook Book, Domestic Cookery, all of which had markings indicating Cather’s own
personal favorites. The Welsches sought out the recipes that were “circled, starred,
underlined, or marked, perhaps with a bent page corner” (40). They also found treasures:
The real prizes were the recipes hastily scribbled on spelling forms, bank
slips, or used envelopes. Many of them were so tattered with age, stained
and spotted by kitchen disasters that they could hardly be read, but what
better testimony could we hope for to prove this recipe’s popularity in the
Cather family?(40)
As well, they sought out recipes and anecdotes from friends and neighbors of Cather,
adding to the repertoire of recipes and acquiring new and deepened perspectives about
Cather herself. Part of the Wclschcs’ intent was to reinforce the historical exactness that

73
Cathcr enacted, remarking that “Willa Gather was too skilled and careful a writer to leave
important literary matters to chance. When she said ‘com meal mush,’ she meant a
particular kind of com meal mush” (40). The reader is to understand that by using the
recipes in Cather's Kitchens, that act is more than reproducing the past; that reader is
supplementing her/his literary knowledge by experiencing the meals that Cather was
depicting.
In a similar gesture, The Jane Austen Cookbook by Maggie Black and Deirdre Le
Faye gives the reader a working idea of the culinary habits of Austen and her
contemporaries. While Black and Le Faye were not as fortunate as the Welsches in
discovering a cookbook or collection of recipes that were identifiably Austen’s, they were
able to access a manuscript cookbook from Martha Lloyd (a friend of the Austen family)
that contained recipes from friends and relatives of Jane Austen. Another manuscript
source is Mrs. Philip Lybbe Powys, who was a friend of Mrs. George Austen, a relative of
Jane Austen by marriage. Other recipes were taken from contemporary works. The
authors’ intent was to provide a rich source for the cook who wanted to recreate an
“Austenian-style dinner” (7), and to this end, in the recipe section they provide the original
wording of the recipe with a modem adaptation.
O f note in this cookbook is the general overview of social and domestic life in
Austen’s time, a detailed examination of the dishes and foods described by Austen in her
many writings, and a close description of Martha Lloyd’s manuscript cookbook (including
details about paper and the condition of the contents, and noting that it is in a quarto

74
notebook, and more). And the end of the book is a bibliography for further reading about
Georgian dining habits.
Again, the main intent of this cookbook is not to alter the reading of any of
Austen’s fiction, but it supplements the historical knowledge for the reader. In some
cases, Austen used food to advance the plot or draw attention to a character’s behavior.
The connections between the eating habits and characterization are not as complexly
drawn as the Wclsches perform in Cather's Kitchens: rather, this cookbook is geared
more towards understanding the overall dining habits in Austen’s own societal circle.16
These anthologies are gestures toward recuperating the intimate details of the
characters in our favorite fiction and, as such, may fall under the auspices of “new
historicism” or perhaps “material historicism.” Both of these academic movements aim to
use artifacts or elements as evidence that evokes a wider sense of what is considered
“historical” in the now-expanded definition of “history.” In “wringing out” this evidence
to substantiate a hypothesis about the food practices of a certain time, researchers must be
careful and prudent in their sources, which might be scanty or piecemeal at best
(Wilkinson 82). For example, the recipe for Virginia W oolfs Boeuf en Daube (in To the
Lighthouse) provided by Wolfe’s The Literary Gourmet does not compare closely with
the fragment of the recipe in W oolfs original manuscript. And while there are always

16 Another study of the Austen household and its eating habits is presented in Peggy Hickman’s A Jane
Austen Household Book with Martha Lloyd's Recipes. This interesting book presents the reader with
recipes mixed with fragments of letters; facsimile recipes from the Lloyd book; excerpts from Austen’s
fiction; pictures from early Austen editions; drawings of food, buildings, and kitchen accoutrements; and
photographs.
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variations on a well-known dish, a concerted effort must be made by the compilers of such
anthologies to get as close as possible by studying all available texts.17
To conclude this discussion of fiction and the recipes associated with it, there are
certain questions that must be asked of different kinds of books. When we see recipes
combined with fiction, we need to assess how those recipes enhance the story or the
movement of the plot. Do they contribute to the overall knowledge of a character’s
development? Or are they merely candy, so to speak, for the reader? Does the author
also want the recipes to be used by the reader once the plot is revealed? If so, what
elements (like a recipe index) are included to aid the reader in moving the book from her
fiction shelf to her cookbook shelf? If we read the culinary anthologies that attempt to
supplement the novel’s setting with culinary verisimilitude, will such knowledge interfere
with the author’s original fictional creation?
Such questions are interesting, indeed, and must necessarily change with each text,
just as we shift our assumptions about plot and characterization with each new book that
we read. By providing recipes in the novels, authors avoid questions about what kinds of
food the characters eat and avert speculation about what was meant by each dish
mentioned. They also bestow a gift on the reader beyond the telling of a tale by
contributing to our corporal nourishment while stimulating our intellects and imagination.

'7 In a much different kind of anthology, Loaves and IVishes: Writers Writing on Food (created to support
Oxfatn, edited by Antonia Till), various authors contribute fiction and autobiographical stories. All but a
few contributors are women, and most of the contributions have recipes attached to them that link to the
stories. Authors include Maxine Hong Kingston, Doris Lessing, Robyn Archer, Sohaila Abudulali, and
others.
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Pleasure from the Text: Satiating the Hungry Reader
The pleasure o f the text is that moment when my body
pursues its own ideas-for my body does not have the same ideas that I do.
-from Roland Barthes’ The Pleasure o f the Text

One of the criteria behind my choices of texts for this project is that they bring
pleasure to me while I read them. I find the fictional works to be engaging for their plots
and characterization, but I also revel in the passages about food. From the cookbooks, I
imagine the dishes that I can create, letting my mind do the tasting when I do not have the
time or resources to prepare the food itself. The image of the food, whether I create it or
not, can be a source for pleasure because it evokes a bodily reaction (hunger, desire) while
engaging my intellect (imagination, speculation), forcing an interaction with the text.
How, then, is this pleasure enacted by the text when that text contains images of
food, whether through statement (She served Boeuf en Daube) or by explication (Take
one pound truffles...) or through association (my mother’s favorite pie)? Roland Barthes
attempts an explication/exploration of how the text enacts pleasure for the reader in his
work The Pleasure o f the Text. Throughout, he equates pleasure evoked by the text with
the consumption of food. He writes, for example, that
the whole effort consists in materializing the pleasure of the text, in making
the text an object o f pleasure like the others. That is: either relate the text
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to the “pleasures” of life (a dish, a garden, an encounter, a voice, a
moment, etc.) and join it to the personal catalogue of our sensualities, or
force it to breach bliss...The important thing is to equalize the field of
pleasure, to abolish the false opposition of practical life and contemplative I
life. (58-59)
His point is much like Virginia W oolf s-that “One cannot think well, love well, sleep well,
if one has not dined well” (A Room 18). There is a connectedness between the intellectual
life and the practical daily life that must be attended to and acknowledged if one is to be
able to gain pleasure from the text. One must notice and embrace the bodily reactions to a
text if one is to experience a text wholly intellectually.
Barthes theorizes that the text of pleasure is one that “contents, fills, grants
euphoria” and that such a text is one that “comes from culture and does not break with it,
it is linked to a comfortable practice of reading” (14, emphasis in original). If this is sc,
then it might be reasonable to assert that authors who represent food and its creation are
appealing to the reader’s need for comfort while engaging with the text. Food practices
certainly come from culture, and while the incorporation of depictions of the actual
preparation of food in the pages of fiction may be unfamiliar to the reader, the idea of
food and its creation is not unfamiliar. The making of food does not break with the
concept of culture; it is a comfortable association, and it can lead to a practice of reading
that involves the intellect and the body simultaneously.
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Barthes asserts that to judge a text according to the idea of pleasure, such an
exercise must move beyond a simple good/bad dichotomy. He states that “the text...can
wring from me only this judgment, in no way adjectival: that's it! And further still: that's
it fo r me!" (13). Barthes’ “th a t’s it!” reminds me of Virginia W oolfs “That is the whole'’
(“A Sketch” 71). The pleasure of the text works in reverse for Woolf, for she is able to
distill pleasure when she writes the moment, while Barthes portrays pleasure as arising
from reading the text. Woolf relates that when she experiences a sudden shock of clarity,
it “is only by putting into words that I make it whole; this wholeness means that it has
lost its power to hurt me; it gives me., .a great delight to put the severed parts together”
(72). Here, W oolfs introspection mirrors Barthes’ notion that pleasure ensues when the
abyss between the practical life and the contemplative life is abolished.
Barthes gives an example of reading about food to explain his point about the
pleasure of “pure representation” in a text. In a book he has read, there is a listing of
food: “milk, buttered bread, cream cheese, preserves, Maltese oranges, sugared
strawberries” (45). He asserts that by this presentation of edibles, the author, by “noticing
food (by treating it as notable),” delineates the final state of the matter at hand: the food
is_ By emphasizing the reality, the author evokes a connection that spans fiction and/or
history (what is represented in the text) and insists on the persistence of the thing ",being
there. ” The reader experiences pleasure when realizing that's it: oranges in rum in 1791
arc, indeed, like oranges in rum today. The pleasure results from the breaching of
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contemplative thought (about oranges and rum long ago) and practical thought (I can have
oranges and rum now).
This relates to my point in the previous section where I explore the narrative
framing of recipes in prose fiction texts. The pleasure of these texts is in the realization
that the worlds of reality and of text can slide into one another, creating a richer, more
sensual, experience for the reader (and for the writer as well?). As we read the recipes
embedded in fiction, we are moved to react. We might skim over the recipe if we do not
like to cook. However, we may also be moved to reach for paper and pen to copy the
recipe out of the prose if our bodies (our culinary imaginations) react to the recipe’s text
favorably. The recipe pleasures us on at least two levels: intellectually, the recipe might
provide insight to character or verisimilitude of setting. Bodily, the recipe reads as a text ;
that might, if enacted, be satisfying.
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By noticing food, either as we read or as we write, we state the obvious: the food
is. As readers of texts that detail food, we experience pleasure when the text encourages
us to move from the page and its self-contained world and into our own kitchens where
we are able, when we create the food, to transcend the text/reality dichotomy. The willing
suspension of disbelief is an intellectual or contemplative activity, but the suspension of
the suspension of disbelief is action on the part of the reader-action that may satiate both
the mind’s hunger and the body’s hunger.
The true pleasure (and perhaps Barthes would argue that this is bliss) is the idea of
the dish-the always elusive but perpetually desired moment when we encounter a

marvelous chocolate cupcake, a complex curry , a sublime Bocuf en Daube, or an enticing
quail in rose petal sauce. Perhaps the pleasure resides in the activation of the mind
through the senses, which in turn ask the mind to reflect on perfection and its attainment.
If we have never tasted a dish that we encounter in a text (fiction, cookbook, or
otherwise), our imaginations are put to the test. If we have had the dish, perhaps memory
is stirred. Nevertheless, the mind is attuned to the idea of the food-not necessarily the
food itself, but the associations it provokes within us. This is the pleasure, the joy,
produced by the commingling of food and words.

Conclusions
In this chapter, I have offered several templates by which we might-as readers,
theorists, and cooks-approach looking at women’s cultures in the literatures of food.
By realizing the literary possibilities that culinary imagery, metaphor, and instruction offer
for interpretation of various genres, we might better understand the inclusion of food in
the texts we encounter. By acknowledging our own reactions to the incorporation of food
in such works, we may better comprehend the author’s intent (sharing, instruction,
characterization, artistic representation). Words, in these various texts, can lead us to
aesthetic emotions, bodily reactions, and a kind of pleasure with the text when we
embrace the offering of food, even if only on the page.

CHAPTER TWO:

EXAMINING CULINARY ACTS FOR CHARACTERIZATION AND PLOT:
FOUR CASE STUDIES

Introduction
In this chapter, I offer separate readings of four novels that use food and its related
activities as agents of characterization and plot development. Each of these novels
portrays distinctively different cultural milieu and attitudes towards food, and each uses
distinctive structural differences in employing food to enhance the novel as a whole.
I begin my series of readings with W oolfs To the Lighthouse, where I perform a
close reading of the dinner scene in the first chapter, “The Window.” Presenting Woolf
first in this chapter sets the tone for the rest of the readings, for W oolf is surely one of the
most often quoted authors in feminist studies. And while the dinner scene in this
experimental novel is often referred to in critical works, I believe we need to closely
examine the scene that Woolf herself described as the best of her writing.
Moving to Wharton’s The Age o f Innocence, we see a very different use of the
dinner party. Wharton captures the essence of high society old New York in her attention
to the most minute detail and inference. With dinners being the stage for revealing social
preference, women manipulate their tight social circles to include or exclude individuals.
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This reading is significantly different from the one for Woolf (where the dinner is a site for
personal revelation and artistic expression), for Wharton’s intention is to illustrate how a
dinner can be used to control others for the sake of upholding societal norms.
In format, Esquivel’s Like Waterfo r Chocolate is different from W oolfs or
Wharton’s novel because she incorporates recipes and other tropes from popular women’s
magazines to frame her narrative. Plunged into the story by the inclusion of recipes and
their preparation, the reader witnesses the drudgery and the joy of work in the kitchen of
a hispanic family ranch at the turn of the ccntuiy. While we feel the pain of the
protagonist as she battles with her overbearing family, we concurrently experience
pleasure from the recipes given at the beginning of each of the chapters.
Altogether different is Marilynne Robinson’s Housekeeping where we witness the
story of two women embracing a life outside the rituals of the kitchen and table.
Housekeeping is an ironic term, for it is the activities of housekeeping (or the lack of
accepted forms of housekeeping) that threaten to destroy a family bond. By adopting the
habits (including eating and cooking habits) of transients, the two protagonists arc able to
eschew societal constraints, allowing them to remain together, living on the periphery of
community life but paradoxically keeping their family of two together.
I have chosen the texts to present here carefully. I wanted to offer close readings
of novels I felt embraced the tenets I set forth in my first chapter. They are significantly
different from each other in narrative structure. They illustrate social worlds distinctly
different from each other. The authors also make use of food and its related activities
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(cooking, dining, serving) in meaningfully different ways. My intent is to explore fully
how the authors have used food to heighten our awareness of characterization.
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“The thing is made that endures”: Mrs. Ramsay’s Moments of Being in Virginia
Woolf’s To the Lighthouse

And she peered into the dish, with its shiny walls and its contusion
o f savoury brown and yellow meats and its bay leaves and its wine.
and thought.
-from W oolfs To the Lighthouse

In Virginia W oolfs classic speech turned essay, “A Room of One’s Own,” she
compares the state of men’s education and the state of women’s education by evoking a
powerful image to make her point all the stronger-thc food that each group of scholars
eats. She takes a lunch with the students and professors of Oxbridge, who dine
sumptuously on soles with white cream, partridges with exceptional accompaniments, a
divine pudding, all paired with the best of wines. Her good fortune to partake of this meal
at the all-male (fictitiously rendered) university of Oxbridge leads Woolf to these musings:
And thus by degrees was lit halfway down the spine which is the seat of the
soul, not that hard little electric light which we call brilliance, as it pops in
and out upon our lips, but the more profound subtle and subterranean
glow, which is the rich yellow flame of rational discourse. No need to
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hurry. No need to sparkle. No need to be anybody but oneself...in other
words, how good life seemed, how sweet its rewards...(11)
The mental pleasure resulting from a good meal is unmistakable to Woolf: eating well
leads to clarity and subtleness in thought. Taking in a meal of such a grand nature implies
a certain level of monied leisure that permits the participants’ mental pursuits. “Rational
discourse,” according to this assertion, is enhanced by a good meal.
Woolf contrasts this luncheon at Oxbridge with a meal at a women’s college, far
less richly endowed than Oxbridge. The supper reflected this poor state: plain gravy soup,
beef, greens, potatoes, and prunes, all served on plain plate. For this institution, “The
amenities...will have to wait” (20). With just the description of these two meals alone,
W oolf has driven her point home about the value of the education of women, the sacrifice
that women endure in order to be educated, and the importance of the daily meal in
nourishing the body and the mind.
“A Room o f One’s Own” was read as a paper to the Arts Society at Newnham and
the Odtaa at Girton (the colleges for women associated with Cambridge and Oxford,
respectively) in October of 1928, approximately one year after the release of W oolf s
literary triumph, To the Lighthouse. In that novel, one of the most memorable scenes is
the dinner party that Mrs. Ramsay, the female protagonist, gives for her family and guests.
What is the connection between “A Room of One’s Own” and To the Lighthouse, beyond
using dining as a literary vehicle? The commonality lies in the notion that eating and
dining, if performed and appreciated properly, can be the very essence of intellectual
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achievement and stimulation, heightened awareness, and even artistry. I am not proposing
that eating and dining in and o f themselves are intellectual or artistic activities, but that
those sites of satiating bodily needs can he a sites for intellectual and/or artistic pursuits.
Even further, a meal taken by one person can be simply a meal, while that same m ealobserved by another-can be the center of the observer’s intellectual and/or artistic
considerations. Woolf pursues each of these possibilities, ultimately culminating in the
dinner scene in To the Lighthouse.
Mrs. Ramsay’s dinner party in To the Lighthouse is the height of Virginia W oolfs
exploration into what she called “the party consciousness,” a term first used in her diary
entry of April 27, 1925 (McNichol 12). Stella McNichol, editor of a collection of
Virginia W oolfs short stories entitled Mrs. Dalloway’s Party: A Short Story Sequence,
draws attention to W oolfs social side as she observed closely the effects that a party
atmosphere had on the guests and the hosts. Leonard Woolf remarked on Virginia’s love
o f the party in his book Downhill All the Way:
The idea of a party always excited her, and in practice she was very
sensitive to the actual mental and physical excitement of the party itself, the
rise of temperature of mind and body, the ferment and fountain of noise.
(McNichol 11)
McNichol notes that for Woolf, the party “was somehow able to bring into sharp focus
something which in the blur of everyday life might escape,” and that in such a light, people
became “vulnerable” (9). The full quotation is this: “[M]y present reflection is that
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people have any number of states of consciousness: and I should like to investigate the
party consciousness” (A Writer's Diary 74). The idea of the party as a setting for private
intellectual moments stayed with Woolf for many years, and the series of short stories later
published as Mrs. Dalloway’s Party (written between 1923 and 1925) is an early
exploration of the psychology of the party atmosphere and how such an occasion touches
the various participants. McNichol writes that “[the] artificiality of the occasion brings
the reality to the fo re or gives access to it" (12, emphasis added).
After completing Mrs. Dalloway in 1924, W oolf wrote in her diary on April 19,
1925, that she wanted to “dig deep down” into the short stories that she had crafted or
thought about while writing that novel. On the following day, she wrote that she had six
stories “welling up” inside of her. On May 14, she again noted that she had to finish “a
few little stories” before starting To the Lighthouse (McNichol 16). In McNichol’s
arrangement of the final versions of these seven stories, the first is “Mrs. Dalloway in
Bond Street,” originally intended by Woolf to be the first chapter of the novel Mrs.
Dalloway. It is in these stories that we see, as we do in Mrs. Dalloway (which will be
discussed later), the beginnings of the significant meal that W oolf created for the dinner
scene in To the Lighthouse.
The last two stories in Mrs. Dalloway’s Party are “The New Dress” (1924) and “A
Summing Up” (penned no later than 1925). “The New Dress” is a glimpse into the
workings of Mabel Waring’s mind as she mingles at Mrs. Dalloway’s party. Mabel is
extremely uncomfortable during the evening, feeling that her dress is not right for the
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occasion. As she ponders the chattering and noise of the party, she comes to think of the
moments of calm that she treasures so much more than the frivolity and silliness of social
gatherings.
These fleeting moments of clarity for Mabel arc triggered by identifiable instances where
she has contact with something from the everyday world, elements that most would not
heed:
...now and then, there did come to her delicious moments, reading the
other night in bed, for instance, or down by the sea...yes, it was a divine
moment...And also with Hubert sometimes she had quite unexpectedlycarving the mutton for Sunday lunch, for no reason, opening a letter,
coming into a room-divine moments when she said to herself (for she
would never say this to anybody else), “This is it. rhis has happened. This
is it!” (63-64)
Mabel goes on to muse about how during the times when she is supposed to feel
connected with the world the most-during holidays or good weather, listening to m usicshe feels nothing but flatness: “It was flat, just flat, that was all” (64). Mabel is a woman
unstimulated, a woman who feels the need to recreate herself, to capture those essences of
divine moments and live in them “day after day, as if she were lying in the sun or carving
the mutton. It would be it!” (65) Mabel’s thoughts during Mrs. Dalloway’s party echo
fiercely “A Sketch of the Past” (written in 1939 but not published until 1976 in Moments
o f Being) where Woolf chronicled the occasions when “non-being” momentarily moves
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aside to reveal the pattern behind the cotton wool. In “A New Dress,” Mabel’s character
briefly constructs the same kind of momentary clarity that Woolf describes in Mrs.
Dalloway (to a slight degree) and in To the Lighthouse through Mrs. Ramsay (to a much
greater degree).
“A Summing Up,” which is the seventh chapter of Mrs. Dalloway's Party, gives us
a different piece of the puzzle that eventually comes to fruition in To the Lighthouse.
Here, Woolf depicts Sasha Latham’s reactions and thoughts while attending Mrs.
Dalloway’s gathering. Sasha, a woman who would rather not talk but let Bertram
Pritchard prattle away in her place, marvels at the “supreme achievement of the human
race,” the meeting, connecting, and drifting away of human beings, “exchanging their
views, stimulating each other” (67). Sasha goes on io admire Mrs. Dalloway’s talent in
entertaining the group, envisioning the house and its guests as “soaked and steeped” in
gold (68). Sasha then quickly falls out of her reverie: “She looked at the dry, thick Queen
Anne House...[It] seemed to her a logical affair of drains and carpenters, and this party
nothing but people in evening dress.” Sasha goes on to ask herself, “[W]hich view is the
true one?” (69) With passages such as this one, we see Woolf developing the kernels of
Mrs. Ramsay’s thought process in To the Lighthouse.
In Mrs. Dalloway, Woolf begins and ends the book with Clarissa Dalloway
preparing for her party. The book lets us anticipate the outcome of the party with her, and
we sec her reveries and thoughts as the day moves toward its close. Then, just as >hc
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party begins to take on a life of its own near the end of the book, we sec a moment of
clarity for Clarissa.
So it wasn’t a failure after all! it was going to be all right now-hcr party.
It had begun. It had started. But it was still touch and go...And yet for
her own part, it was too much of an effort. She was not enjoying it. It was
too much like being-just anybody, standing there; anybody could do it; yet
this anybody she did a little admire, couldn’t help feeling that she had,
anyhow, made this happen, that it marked a stage, this post that she felt
herself to have become.. .Every time she gave a party she had this feeling of
being something not herself, and that everyone was unreal in one way;
much more real in another. It was, she thought, partly their clothes, partly
being taken out of their ordinary ways, partly the background, it was
possible to say things you couldn’t say anyhow else, things that needed an
effort; possible to go much deeper. (170-71)
The party that ends Mrs. Dalioway is a triumph for Clarissa Dalloway; she is able to let
go of her anxieties about the party taking on a life of its own, and she is free to experience
people as they mingle within her atmosphere. Those guests are both more real and more
unreal to Clarissa on the stage that she has set for them, and she is able, finally, to step
back and see the essence of human life play out before her.
In a similar but more crafted literary passage in To the Lighthouse, W oolf shifts the
“party consciousness” from the protagonist observing the transformation at a party to the
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protagonist both obsen>ing and experiencing mental transformations herself during a
dinner party. While it was far more difficult to construct, Virginia Woolf felt a greater
affection for the intricate dinner scene and Mrs. Ramsay’s subsequent intellectual
discoveries during that central meal in To the Lighthouse. Again, from her diary we read
“Dear me, how lovelly some parts of the Lighthouse arc! Soft and pliable, and I think
deep, and never a word wrong for a page at a time. This I feel about the dinner party and
the children in the boat...” (A Writer’s Diaty 105). Later, in a letter to Vita SackvilleWest, dated Friday, May 13, 1927, Woolf commented that “The dinnerparty [is] the best
thing I ever wrote: the one thing that I think justifies my faults as a writer...” (Nicholson
and Trautman 373).
The domestic arena that Woolf created for Mrs. Ramsay in To the Lighthouse is a
sphere of the female arts as defined during the Victorian era, a sphere that allowed for
only limited “opportunities for mental vigor” (Lilienfeld 148). Mrs. Ramsay is the epitome
of the “angel in the house,” taking care of the family and visitors, managing the household
affairs, entertaining guests, knitting, visiting the ill, and arranging and ordering the meals.
As Elizabeth Dodd notes, such a Victorian woman is one “who channels all her energy and
emotion into loving service to other...until she enters an early grave” (151). Mrs.
Ramsay’s office in life revolves around the smooth orchestration of activities in the
domestic sphere, and her pride in those accomplishments finds its crowning moment in the
dinner party.
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One aspect of the dinner is its symbolic structure that functions on several levels.
The dinner table itself, as well as the thoughts that Mrs. Ramsay has during the dinner,
makes the dinner party the centcipiccc of the novel. As Elizabeth Dodd remarks,
“Virginia W oolfs concept of the importance of the party-or the dinner party-as an
aesthetic gathering, a way of uniting people and creating order out of disorder, is by now
very familiar to readers of To the Lighthouse and Mrs. Dalloway" (150). And while this
trope has been recognized by many readers and critics, I wish here to present a deeper
reading of the function of the dinner party in To the Lighthouse. Mrs. Ramsay, arguably
the central character of the novel, creates a grand dinner party, the ultimate artistic act of
this woman. The dinner itself is a reflection of Mrs. Ramsay and her overlooked culinary
talents; the table is her artistic creation, and the atmosphere she creates is symbolically the
unifying force that this woman evokes by her presence and exertions. Mrs. Ramsay does
not, however, wholeheartedly embrace the Victorian boundaries for the feminine world,
and her thoughts during dinner betray this fact; she’s ambivalent about the idea of being
the angel in the house despite her valorization of that role.
The dinner scene itself forms a lengthy part of the first section entitled “The
Window.” Once most members of the party have assembled, the reader is taken directly
into Mrs. Ramsay’s thoughts as she readies herself for the evening.
But what have I done with my life? thought Mrs. Ramsay, taking her place
at the head of the table, and looking at all the plates making white circles
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on i t . . .They had that-Paul Rayley and Minta Doyle-she, only this-an
infinitely long table and plates and knives. (82-83)
With this disheartening beginning, we arc led into her thoughts, thoughts that belie a sense
of never-ending service. The dailiness of food preparation and presentation is her
responsibility, and she perceives that her life has been an infinite table that she has
prepared for others as part of her socially-ordained and willingly-embraced role as a
woman, for Mrs. Ramsay is the embodiment of the angel in the house-tending to the
children, taking food to the sick, knitting for the needy, caring for the house, ordering the
daily repast. The dinner’s main dish is the complex Boeuf en Daube, proudly served by
Mrs. Ramsay. ‘“ It is a French recipe of my grandmother’s,’ said Mrs. Ramsay, speaking
with a ring of great pleasure in her voice” (100).
Mrs. Ramsay questions her worth at the opening of her feast, a meal that begins
with a soup. Mrs. Ramsay distances herself from her hostessing task mentally, allowing
her mind to wander from the actions of serving the food, which, after so many years, are
habits engrained in her very being. Mentally, she thinks beyond her meal, using the
familiar moments of serving as time for self reflection.
She had a sense of being past everything, through everything, out of
everything, as she helped the soup, as if there was an eddy there-and one
could be in it, or one could be out of it, and she was out of it. It’s all come
to an end, she thought...But this is not a thing, she thought, ladling out
soup, that one says. (83)
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Mrs. Ramsay displays depth and profundity in the examination of her existence, a mental
ability that her husband doubts she possesses. Serving this meal gives Mrs. Ramsay
moments for contemplation, moments that somehow demand (along with the promised
trip to the lighthouse) that she assess her worth and her wishes. She feels “out of it,”
perhaps signifying feeling the lack of development of other intellectual dimensions in her
life. But is that what she experiences here? Why does Mrs. Ramsay despair as she ladles
the soup? What, exactly, has come to an end?
Perhaps she sees the end of her children’s youth at hand. Perhaps she sees the end
of her infatuation with her husband’s academic prowess. Perhaps she sees that this group
of family and friends will never be gathered again in her lifetime. She does not say, and
maybe it does not matter. What is significant is that Mrs. Ramsay, initially, has no joy in
this presentation of the table. She has been at work with Mildred (the cook) and Rose
(her daughter) for three days in preparation for this meal which she unconsciously endows
with special significance. But as she observes her situation, “she saw things truly,” and
she observes the shabbiness and lack of beauty of her surroundings. She sees no unity in
the room that she had created and called people to. “Nothing seemed to have merged.
They all sat separate. And the whole of the effort of merging and flowing and creating
rested on her” (83). It was exhausting. Not only the preparation of the meal, but the
ambiance that she desired would not flow organically. Mrs. Ramsay felt-knew-that the
dining experience, if it were to be a significant event for all, needed to evoke a sense of
unity among her guests. Her guests were not assisting in that effort, and she knows that
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unity’s creation fell completely on her shoulders. The unity that she so longs for-whether
it be a consensus on the weather’s effect on the trip to the lighthouse or a feeling of human
connectedness over her dinner-that unity, she realizes, had to be actualized by her alone.
Charles Tansley, the least appreciative of the invitees, privately blasts Mrs. Ramsay
and her entertaining efforts. Tansley, perpetually working on his dissertation which will
likely be read by few, has come to regard anything not connected with the academy as not
worthwhile, especially any chore associated with bothersome social etiquette.
What damned rot they talk, thought Charles Tansley, laying down his
spoon precisely in the middle of his plate...he was not going to talk the
sort of rot these people wanted him to talk. He was not going to be
condescended to by these silly women. He had been reading in his room,
and now he came down and it all seemed to him silly, superficial,
flimsy.. .They did nothing but talk, talk, talk, eat, eat eat. It was the
women’s fault. Women made civilisation impossible with all their “charm,”
all their silliness. (85)
He thinks that such extravagant dinners as the one Mrs. Ramsay is presenting him with are
a “terrible waste of time,” and that such activities are boring compared to his work (89).
Clearly, Charles Tansley has no appreciation for the hours spent preparing the meal, and
he knows not that he might regard it as a creation worthy of attention, not just fodder for
the diners. Additionally, he is uncomfortable in the company of people and does not see a
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way to make connections with anyone: “It was all in scraps and fragments. He felt
extremely, even physically, uncomfortable” (90).
Charles Tanslcy is not the only one who is not charmed with being called to Mrs.
Ramsay’s dinner. Mr. Ramsay is in a foul mood (made worse by Augustus Carmichael’s
request for a second serving of soup, making the dinner longer than it would have been
otherwise), Lily Briscoe contemplates her painting, and William Bankes despairs of his life
generally. Lily Briscoe knows that she is expected to employ her knowledge of a lady’s
dining “code of behaviour” in order to draw conversation out of Tanslcy. She docs not
desire to be the agent to let Tansley “assert” himself, but she knows it is her duty as the
woman opposite a young man at a table. She performs admirably publicly, but inwardly,
she decides to alter her painting by moving the tree to the middle and reminds herself by
sliding the salt shaker upon the pattern in the tablecloth. Lily Briscoe performs her social
duty while pursuing her own artistic and philosophical thoughts, just as Mrs. Ramsay
does.
The dinner talk wanes, despite the animated discussion on the fishing season.
William Bankes is an active participant of the discussion, but he, also, entertains a separate
internal discourse. The dinner appeared to be going well outwardly, but the participants
have not established contact with each other.
Lily was listening; Mrs. Ramsay was listening; they were all listening. But
already bored, Lily felt that something was lacking; Mr. Bankes felt that
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something was lacking. Pulling her shawl round her Mrs. Ramsay felt that
something was lacking. (94)
The dinner is altogether unsuccessful to this point. The guests were losing interest in each
other, Mr. Ramsay was losing his temper, and the children were on the verge of laughter.
The only solution was found by Mrs. Ramsay: light the candles.
The flames rescue the moment. Eight candles are lit, one symbolically for each of
her children. Those candles, representative of her family life and her daily efforts to enrich
their every childhood moment, “stood upright and drew with them into visibility the long
table entire, and in the middle a yellow and purple dish of fruit” (96-97). Candles, with
their obvious limited life, “represent spans of time for us: a lifetime with the flame as life
itself fragile but still alight...” (Visser 160). With the candles aglow, the transformation of
the evening begins to take place around the table: “ ...looking together united them .. .Now
all the candles were lit up, and the faces on both sides of the table brought nearer by the
candle light, and composed, as they had not been in the twilight, into a party round a
table” (97). Mrs. Ramsay’s strategy of using fire to center her people around a table is
successful, and they all begin to feel the security of the room, for “here, inside the room,
seemed to be order and dry land; there, outside, a reflection in which things wavered and
vanished, waterily” (97). Candlelight on the dining table marks the ritual, telling all
gathered that the ceremony has begun. Mrs. Ramsay’s composition begins to take form
before her eyes in the presence of the candles and the centerpiece of fruit. The unification
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of the group begins, safely beyond the chaos and uncertainty of the world outside of the
dining room.
Rose’s arrangement of grapes, pears, bananas in a pink-lined shell reminds Mrs.
Ramsay of a trophy risen from the watery depths, taken from the banquet of Neptune. As
Mrs. Ramsay contemplates the fruits’ splendor, the beauty her daughter has created under
her supervision, the centeipiece “seemed suddenly possessed of great size and depth” (97).
The fruit becomes a part of her whole evening’s creation, but she does not realize its
beauty and form until she realizes that another person, Augustus Carmichael, who had
been disinterested in the dinner from the beginning, admires it, too. Her observation of his
appreciation of the arrangement foregrounded its artistry, enabling Mrs. Ramsay to see it
as the beautiful piece that it was-an individual artistic element contributing to the whole of
the evening.
With the candles and the centerpiece, the evening begins to pull together, and the
“art” (the orchestration of unity and creation of a memorable effect) that Mrs. Ramsay so
wishes to produce begins to take shape. The entire party notes the change in atmosphere
because of candlelight:
Some change at once went through them all., .and they were all conscious
of making a party together in a hollow.. .had their common cause against
that fluidity out there. (97)
Mrs. Ramsay succeeds in making a whole out of disparate parts. This is very clear to
her, and her mind runs in all directions as she assesses this phenomenon. She
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contemplates the engagement of Minta Doyle and Paul Raylcy, carries on aloud about a
lost brooch, remembers the bill for the greenhouse, knows that she does not like clever
men as much as “boobies,” and manages the serving of the courses all at the same time.
She juggles conversation, observation, silent assessment of family finances, and hostessing
with grace. The table’s members become engaged, joking, reciting poetry, celebrating,
discussing vegetables and English cooking, planning for the next day, finishing a painting
mentally.
In the midst of the evening’s feasting and enjoyment, Mrs. Ramsay experiences
one of those moments that Virginia Woolf described elsewhere as a “moment of being”
(“Sketch” 70). In an autobiographical essay entitled “A Sketch of the Past,” Woolf
described moments in her life that are “exceptional,” distilled moments resonating in her
memory, clearly defined against moments of “non-being” (70-71). In trying to explain her
moments of being, Woolf also described those elements that construct “non-being.”
I have already forgotten what Leonard and I talked about at lunch; and at
tea; although it was a good day the goodness was embedded in a kind of
nondescript cotton wool. This is always so. A great part of every day is
not lived consciously. One walks, eats, sees things, deals with what has to
be done; the broken vacuum cleaner; ordering dinner; writing orders to
Mabel; washing; cooking dinner; bookbinding.. .almost the whole day was
non-being...As a child then, my days, just as they do now, contained a
large proportion of this cotton wool, this non-bcing. (70-71).
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We can see the similarities between the daily experiences of Mrs. Ramsay and the
everyday tasks of Virginia Woolf herself. The trivial work of the day interferes with the
philosophical musings of Mrs. Ramsay as much as they kept Woolf from her work as a
writer.18
Woolf goes on to explain in “A Sketch” that those crystallized moments of clarity
and perception were something that she returned to now and again, which marks their
difference from ordinary memories: “I felt that I had put away in my mind something that I
should go back [to], to turn over and explore” (71). These short insights come as a
mental shock to Woolf, but she learned to appreciate their worth as moments that she
should heed. As a writer, those distilled memories had an impact on her art.
It is only by putting it into words that I make it whole...it gives m e...a
great delight to put the severed parts together. Perhaps it is the strongest
pleasure known to me. It is the rapture I get when in writing I seem to be
discovering what belongs to what; making a scene come right; making a
character come together. From this I reach what I might call a philosophy;
at any rate it is a constant idea of mine; that behind the cotton wool is

18 There were kitchen tasks that Woolf preferred doing herself. Her servant, Louie Mayer, tells this story
in Recollections o f Virginia Woolf: “But there was one thing in the kitchen that Mrs Woolf was very good
at doing: she could make beautiful bread... ‘I will come into the kitchen, Louie,’ she said, ‘and show you
how ‘o do it. We have always made our own bread.’ 1was surprised how complicated the process was
and how accurately Mrs. Woolf earned it out. She showed me how to make the dough with the right
quantities of yeast and flour, and then how to knead it. She returned three or four times during the
morning to knead it again. Finally, she made the dough into the shape of a cottage loaf and baked it at
just the right temperature. 1would say that Mrs. Woolf was not a practical person-for instance, she could
not sew or knit or drive a car-but this was a job needing practical skill which she was able to do well
every time. It took me many weeks to be as good as Mrs. Woolf at making bread, but I went to great
lengths practising and in the end, I think, I beat her at it” (157).
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hidden a pattern; that we—I mean all human beings—are connected to this;
that the whole world is a work of art; that we are parts of the work of art.
(72)
W oolf found the pattern for her moments of being, a kind of pattern that elusively but
perpetually reinforces an idea of unity in all, and that unity was expressed in art, any art.
In Mrs. Ramsay, Woolf has created a character who has a similar moment of
connectedness, of recognizing her artistic ability, which occurs during the courses of her
dinner. She had paid special attention to her table that night for the sake o f an evening
unlike others during their stay in the Hebrides, but she does not come to that table with
any conscious expectations beyond a grand dinner. What happens, then, in her thoughts,
is an unexpected outcome from the artistry of her grand dinner. All her company seems
secure and steady to her, as she feels herself “hovered like a hawk; suspended” (104-05).
The sensation was sweet and solemn, and as she observes them all partaking o f her meal,
her moment comes to her.
Nothing need be said; nothing could be said. There it was, all round them.
It partook, she felt, carefully helping Mr. Bankes to a specially tender
piece, o f eternity... there is a coherence in things, a stability, something, she
meant, is immune from change and shines out.. .in the face o f the flowing,
the fleeting, the spectral, like a ruby; so that again tonight she had the
feeling she had had once today already, o f peace, or rest. O f such
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moments, she thought, the thing is made that endures. (105, emphasis
added)
Behind Mrs. Ramsay’s cotton wool of everyday occurrences, it strikes her that there is
something that endures, and she recognizes, if only for a moment, the pattern behind her
own daily living. All the while serving her guests, she comes to recognize that this is a
moment of clarity for her, that her meal will be one that will be remembered somehow.
The stability and artistic vision she had created-around the Boeuf en Daube, around the
bowl of pears and grapes, around the eight candles-will be a force that she will recall and
that others will recognize someday, consciously or unconsciously.
Mrs. Ramsay’s personal art is in her daily living and the beauty and good that it
encompasses, as fleeting as that might be. On her day o f personal triumph-“The Boeuf en
Daube was a perfect triumph”- Mrs. Ramsay begins her dinner with thoughts o f lack, that
“It’s all come to an end” (83), but by the completion of the meal she comes full circle,
realizing that it is not the end at all; she has come, rather, to recognize the rich pattern of
her private thoughtful life that exists beyond the daily trifles.
Some academic commentary criticizes W oolf for creating a character who
flourishes in the art o f domesticity and whose creative outlets are feeding her family and
friends. Such criticism bemoans Mrs. Ramsay’s circumscribed life, but there is more to
Mrs. Ramsay than her skills at managing a household and her wish that her daughters leam
to do the same. Mrs. Ramsay finds a way to flourish and create beauty in the
transitoriness of everyday work. Her art, her dinner party, where she rallies and unifies
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the spirits of an otherwise non-connected group, is an art o f momentary pleasure, a
moment that has the possibility of passing for all the others but remains significant to her.
Mrs. Ramsay has a very clear picture of how she wishes her masterpiece to be received,
and she knows that her dinner will be completed and presented to the rogues’ gallery of
critics assembled in the Hebrides. Of those at the dinner table, Mr. Ramsay will probably
never reach R. Lily finishes he r painting, only to have it gather dust under the bed. James
reaches the lighthouse, unwillingly and frill of resentment. But Mrs. Ramsay sees her art
completed and realizes its effect on an audience, enacted by the flawless presentation of
the Boeuf en Daube which she serves to the group, knowing that she has created not only
a dish but a moment that will be remembered by all (see the Appendix following this
chapter for versions o f the actual dish).
The other “artisans” at the table view their work very differently than Mrs.
Ramsay. Mr. Ramsay’s quest for R is for his own mental acuity and for recognition in
academe. Lily’s desire to paint is an attempt to clarify her vision o f reality inside her mind.
James’ attempt to attain the Lighthouse is also a self-centered quest. Part o f the nature of
Mrs. Ramsay’s art is that it pleases others. The revelations that Mrs. Ramsay has while
serving up her creation are a private surprise during a public act. Her creation produces
her individual vision, not the reverse.
Mrs. Ramsay is different in her creative endeavor because the intent o f her artistic
creation is that it be, literally, consumed. In this manner, Mrs. Ramsay differs
significantly from Lily Briscoe, for Lily shrinks whenever someone wants to see her
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painting. Lily’s art form is of a genre that demands formal attention from onlookers and
evaluative comment by critics because of the very medium that she chooses. Paintings, by
their culturally-endowed position in the West, demand to be regarded as “art,” whether it
be good art or bad art. Lily’s art is the kind that lasts physically, even if it is rolled up
under a bed and covered in dust; her art may also be transitory in nature because it may
inspire a moment o f clarity (as it does for Lily herself in the last pages o f the book) and
then move to lastingness because that moment o f clarity is carried with the person. On the
other hand, Mrs. Ramsay’s art is inherently transitory because it is consumed (the food)
and then cleared away (removal o f the table’s accouterments). However, it may also be
lasting in the same sense that it inspires clarity or a moment of vision that one takes away
from the event and returns to (in the mind’s eye) again and again. Mrs. Ramsay’s art form
demands a congregation as Lily’s painting does, but it does not demand the reverence to
“form” as classically dictated by paintings.
Lily Briscoe’s role in the novel is a central one, and much has been made of
W oolf s having based Lily’s character on herself (a struggling artist seeking expressions of
her vision); it has been noted that Woolf, in contrast, based the character o f Mrs. Ramsay
on her own mother.
The consequence o f this insight [knowing that she had never experienced
“natural” happiness] was Virginia’s increased awareness o f just how much
she differed from her mother...This separation dramatized the gulfs
separating Mrs. Ramsay from her artist friend Lily Briscoe. (King 371-72)
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Vanessa confirmed the image of W oolf s mother in a letter to Woolf, writing, “Anyhow it
seemed to me in the first part of the book you have given a portrait of mother which is
more like her to me than anything I could ever have conceived possible” (qtd. in Bell, 2:
360). It becomes obvious with such analysis that Lily Briscoe is a surrogate daughter to
Mrs. Ramsay when we look at the relationship between her and Lily (Lynch 71-2).
Lily’s chosen art form, painting, requires from the artist a certain amount of
objectification of the subject that she paints. As a subject for Lily’s painting, Mrs. Ramsay
becomes the object in the painting; Mrs. Ramsay does not even retain a human form on
Lily’s canvas. Rather, Mrs. Ramsay becomes a purple mass without features or characterjust a shadow to balance the light in Lily’s constructed scene. Lily struggles, however,
never quite feeling that she has the painting “right” or balanced to her satisfaction.
Lily’s attempt at painting mirrors Roger Fry’s assertion in Vision and Design,
where he proposes that the formal elements of “mass, space, rhythm, color, line, and the
balance o f elements around a central line” arc the pieces that make for “significant form,”
a term coined by Clive Bell (W oolfs brother in law) (van Buren Kelley 67). Alice van
Buren Kelley, in her exploration o f the character o f Lily Briscoe, notes in To The
Lighthouse: The Marriage o f Life and Art that “‘Form’ puts its emphasis on the element
o f design in a work: ‘significant’ emphasizes the vision. Significant form expresses an
idea, and not merely a pleasing object.” She goes on to say, partly quoting from Roger
Fry, that “Once the artist has succeeded in conveying this passionate vision through
significant form, ‘[w]e feel that he has expressed something which was latent in us all the
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time...’”(67). This is Lily’s struggle with the canvas; she cannot reconcile, until the very
last lines o f To the Lighthouse, the idea that her work must be something more than
masses and shadows-it must be bom of a passionate vision from the artist. That artistic
end is a unified representation, for Fry asserts that “One chief aspect of order in a work of
art is unity” (van Buren Kelley 64). Lily’s artistic endeavor is an effort to synthesize
painting with her own vision and philosophy.
Beyond her canvas but related to it, Lily grapples with the concepts that Mr.
Ramsay approaches in his book of philosophy-the relationship o f subject and object. She
admires the philosophical work of Mr. Ramsay, even though she has difficulty completely
understanding his conclusions.
Lily, in her attempt to understand Mr. Ramsay and his work, turns to Andrew for
assistance. Andrew tells Lily, upon her asking what Mr. Ramsay’s book was about,
“ ‘Subject and object and the nature o f reality’” (23). Lily does not understand, and
Andrew “simplifies” his point: “Think o f a kitchen table then.. .when you’re not there”
(23). And Lily does.
So now she always saw, when she thought o f Mr. Ramsay’s work, a
scrubbed kitchen table. It lodged now in the fork o f a pear tree, for they
had reached the orchard. And with a painful effort of concentration, she
focused her mind, not upon the silver-bossed bark o f the tree, or upon its
fish-shaped leaves, but upon a phantom kitchen table...(23)
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Lily misconstiues the analogy that Andrew has drawn for her, and misplaces the table in
her musings. A kitchen table does not belong in a pear tree, no matter the circumstance.
Lily, the subject in this case, misunderstands the function of her object, a kitchen table.
Lily does not understand the use of the kitchen table as an object within the nature of
reality and fogs its meaning inside that reality, just as she does the object of Mrs. Ramsay
in her painting. Lily does not have the imagination or observational powers to see the
art/work of Mrs. Ramsay, either.
Lily paints Mrs. Ramsay not as a human but as a shadow. As Bankes looks upon
Lily’s painting, he engages Lily in a conversation about the balance of light and shadow in
her work. As a follower and practitioner o f abstract impressionism, presumably, Lily
explains to Bankes that if there is light in one comer, a shadow balances the composition.
Bankes muses to himself: “Mother and child, then-objects o f universal veneration, and in
this case the mother was famous for her beauty-might be reduced.. .to a purple shadow
without irreverence” (52). Lily struggles with the idea of the object; as she paints, she
transforms material qualities (human or non-human) and perceives those objects (in this
case, Mrs. Ramsay and James as they pose in the window) as shadow and light, the most
elusive of earthly qualities. Lily, consumed by her own artistic pursuits, misplaces the
concreteness o f Mrs. Ramsay’s art, as she misplaces/shadows Mrs. Ramsay in the
painting. As long as Lily transforms Mrs. Ramsay into a shadow in her (Lily’s)
representation of reality-as long as Lily substitutes the elemental for the material-as long
as Lily keeps misplacing the imagined kitchen table-she will never grasp the “unity o f the

thing” (to quote Zora Neale Hurston). Lily’s concentration while producing her own
vision of art is so sustained that she does not comprehend Mrs. Ramsay’s art form.
To further understand Lily’s struggle to comprehend Mr. Ramsay’s philosophy and
the power that Mrs. Ramsay has in her daily creation of the dinner table, we must return to
the image of the table. Deborah Esch, in her article ’‘Think of a Kitchen Table,” has
provided insight into the connection between Hume’s philosophy and the table imagery
drawn by Andrew. Esch explains Hume’s use of a table as a metaphor for his
philosophical position:
...according to what Hume terms the obvious dictates of reason, the
existence we consider when we say “this table” is only a perception o f the
mind, a fleeting copy or representation o f another existence, another table,
which remains uniform and independent...By virtue o f its concrete
particularity, the table suggested by Andrew Ramsay affords Lily Briscoe
what it afforded Hume and his reader-a point of stability in a scene o f flux,
a struggle for comprehension. (86-87)
Andrew intends that the image of the kitchen table be a point o f stability for Lily, a
signifier that would enable her to grasp the concepts o f “subject and object and the nature
o f reality.” For Lily, the table becomes the symbol of Mr. Ramsay’s line of philosophical
reasoning. Lily’s imagined table actually is Mr. Ramsay’s philosophy, for Lily
transmogrifies Andrew’s construction into a “structure o f substitution” (Esch 88). In
other words, Lily does not quite understand how to use the kitchen table.

Continuing with Esch’s observations about Hume’s influence on Woolf in To the
Lighthouse, Esch proposes the following:
[It] is the question of whether an example can, in the final analysis, be said
to support the general proposition it provisionally replaces. Lily Briscoe’s
meditation on the table in To the Lighthouse suggests that the particularity
of the example, on which it depends for its apparent intelligibility, is a
function of a structure of substitution that does not, despite appearances,
provide a stable, secure foundation on which an argument can come to rest,
but that may, on the contrary, undermine the general truth it is supposed
to endorse. (89-90, emphasis added)
Lily does not obtain, despite Andrew’s analogy, a stable picture of exactly what or
especially how she is supposed to think about Mr. Ramsay and his work. She misplaces
the table, misconstrues its proper place in her thought processes, and misses the thing
itself as it is in reality.. .a kitchen table. Lily sees phantom tables but misses completely
the unity experienced around a real table-the artistic/philosophical construction made by
Mrs. Ramsay; Lily only experiences a revelation about her own art at Mrs. Ramsay’s
table; she does not notice the artful act o f which she is a part-the dinner in progress. Lily
only realizes that the tree should be put further in the middle, marking her idea upon the
tablecloth with a salt cellar, tangible affirmation of her future artistic endeavors.
Ten years later, Lily continues to strive for an understanding o f Mr. Ramsay, and
she continues to paint the same picture of light and shadows. Throughout the novel,

110

Lily’s goal is to constaict and reproduce a wholeness that she cannot yet identify. While
Mrs. Ramsay was still alive, Lily muses that “it was not knowledge but unity she desired”
as she sat at Mrs. Ramsay’s knees. Lily’s painting is her attempt at creating a sense of
unity:
She took up once more her old painting position.. .becoming once more
under the power of that vision which she had seen clearly once and must
now grope for among the hedges and houses and mothers and children-her
picture. (53)
Now, all these years later, Lily attempts to compose the picture again with only the
memories o f Mrs. Ramsay and her emotions. As she views the familiar scene, she thinks
One must hold the scene-so-in a vise and let nothing come in and spoil it.
One wanted.. .to be on a level with ordinary experience, to feel simply
that’s a chair, that a table, and yet at the same time, It’s a miracle, it’s an
ecstasy. (201-02)
By following the path that she, Lily, had established ten years earlier at Mrs. Ramsay’s
dinner table, she finally is able to complete her vision.. .to finish her painting. She realizes
that the concrete items around her were not structures o f substitution in understanding,
but those items were themselves the very elements o f understanding. Her own moment of
being is realized and transferred to canvas and paint, once Lily is able to free herself of
phantom tables and allow herself to see the miracles implied by actual tables.

Woolf wanted to present more than a woman painter’s turmoil. The workings of
To the Lighthouse are not so simplistic to merely offer the substitution of an artist’s free
world in place of the Victorian notions of the angel in the house. “What [Woolf] is
looking toward is the discovery of the essentially feminine, in whatever age it appears; of a
woman’s art, whatever form it may take” (van Buren Kelley 56). By formulating an
artistic arena for Mrs. Ramsay as well as Lily Briscoe, Woolf is asserting that artistry can
be culturally apparent and sanctioned, as in painting, or artistry can be overlooked and
hidden in its dailiness, as in the preparation of an evening meal. Both of these forms of
artistry (and many others) provide for women outlets for creativity, vision, and a sense of
completion and unity so necessary to a work of art.
What, then, o f Mrs. Ramsay’s art? How does her “canvas” meet the requirements
o f “significant form” as discussed earlier? Returning to the moment that the dinner party
transforms into a unified whole before Mrs. Ramsay’s eyes and comparing it with Fry’s
formal elements provides us the insight into Mrs. Ramsay’s art. “Mass” is needed: Mrs.
Ramsay gathers the diners in a room around a table. “Space” must be delineated: W oolf
wrote “...the night was now shut off by panes o f glass...here, inside the room, seemed to
be order and dry land; there, outside, a reflection in which things wavered and vanished,
waterily” (97). “Rhythm” is essential: Mrs. Ramsay orchestrates the evening smoothly,
moving fluidly between the needs of the guests, the dishes, and her own thoughts. For
“color,” Mrs. Ramsay takes special pleasure in the white plates, the homy pink-lined shell,
the yellow and purple dish of grapes and bananas that remind her o f Neptune’s banquet,

1 1 2

and the brown and yellow meats of the Boeuf en Daube. The “line” and the “balance of
elements around that central line” are unmistakably drawn when “all the candles were lit
up, and the faces on both sides of the table were brought nearer by the candlelight, and
composed...into a party round a table” (146). Mrs. Ramsay, as mentioned earlier,
completes her art and experiences the sense of unity that comes from the visionary
production of significant form.
Applying formal requirements for painting to the transitory nature o f a dinner party
is unconventional, indeed. But the intent in doing so is to highlight my assertion that Mrs.
Ramsay’s art form and the ensuing sense o f unity that she gains from its completion should
not be overlooked simply because it is considered “common” or even “unworthy” by
Western cultural standards. Revisioning and revising where and when we look for artistry
is part of gaining an appreciation for the “domestic arts.”
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Recipes fo r Boeuf ert Daitbe
I chose to include recipes for Boeuf en Daube in this dissertation for several
reasons. First, I had never cooked anything en Daube; as I was interested in the
procedure, I looked it up in several sources. Second, when I came across the recipe
fragment (below) for WooIFs Boeuf en Daube from her manuscript, it was significantly
different from the other versions of the recipes I had procured. This I thought noteworthy,
and I thought it would be of interest to the reader to see the difference in complexity
among the different versions. Last, in the spirit of sharing recipes between people and
communities, I believe that reproducing my findings about Boeuf en Daube to be keeping
with the recipe-sharing tradition I have observed and lived.
As I mention in my previous discussion about anthologies that illuminate the
culinary practices of some authors, I offer these recipes for comparison (between their
different versions) and verisimilitude. They are not intended to alter the reading of To the
Lighthouse or the analysis just offered, but, rather, serve to pique the interest and entice
the palate of the readers, engaging them to react pleasurably to the text.

Fragment From the To the Lighthouse Manuscript
This is the recipe fragment for Boeuf en Daube that Virginia W oolf incorporated into the
prose of the dinner scene in her first draft of To the Lighthouse. The source is W oolfs To
the Lighthouse: The original holograph draft (129).
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And it seemed to Mrs. Ramsay, now that she was active,
that these people were only inconsiderate, not tragic, thinking
it did not matterf

nothing thing mattered, though, in fact, she particularly wished dinner to

how late they

be nice, with Mr. William Bankes dining with them; & to

were

show him she did know how to cook vegetables, she was
having-one-eourse-entirely having special vegetables specially
done for him, & a 100 Boeuf a la a la au Daube, which had been
been weighing on Mildred’s spirits all day. You
stand it in water for twenty four hours; you add stir
continuously; you add a little bay leaf, & then a
dash o f sherry: the whole being never-been being allowed,
of course, to come to the boil.
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From the Larousse Gastronomique
Several variations for daube are recorded in the Larousse Gastronomique: The
Encyclopedia o f food. wine, and cooking by Prosper Montagne with the collaboration of
Dr. Gottschalk.

Daube of beef. Daube de BOEUF-This old dish is prepared in different
ways in different regions. In principle, it consists o f a piece of butcher’s
meat or a large fowl, cooked in a daubiere in braising liquor, with white or
red wine added to it. But whereas in some provinces the meat (usually
taken from the rump) is cooked whole, in others it is cut into square pieces
or thick escalopes.
Prepared in this way, the daubes are very similar to Braised beef.

Daube of beef a la bearnaise. D aube de boeuf a l.a bearnaise—Cut 4
pounds (2 kilos) o f beef, taken from rump or shoulder o f beef, into 2 inch
square pieces. Lard each o f these pieces o f beef transversely with a thick
lardoon (strip of salt pork), rolled in chopped parsley and garlic, seasoned
with powdered thyme and bay leaf and sprinkled with brandy. Leave these
pieces o f meat to marinate for 2 hours in red wine and brandy, with sliced
carrots and onions, a sprig of parsley and thyme and a bay leaf. Dry the
pieces of beef in a cloth, dredge with flour and put in layers into a daubiere

lined with slices of Bayonne ham, alternating with layers of carrots and
onions cut in round slices, lightly fried in lard or goose fat. Put a Bouquet
garni in the middle. Bring the wine with which the meat was marinated,
with all its vegetables, to the boil, add to it 2 or 3 crushed cloves of garlic
and a few tablespoons of stock, and simmer for 25 minutes. Strain and
pour over the meat. There should be enough liquor to cover the meat
completely.
Cover the daubiere with a lid, sealing it with a strip of flour and
water paste. Bring to the boil on top of the stove, then cook in the oven,
maintaining even heat, for 4 hours. Serve in the daubiere, having first
removed the bouquet garni and skimmed off surplus fat.
In Beam, this daube is served with broyo instead of bread.

Daube of beef a la proven?ale. D aube de boeuf a la PROVEN^ALE-Cut
the beef into square pieces, lard them and marinate for 2 hours as described
above, but using white wine instead o f red and adding 3 spoonfuls o f oil to
it. Drain the pieces of beef and put them into a daubiere which should be
large enough to take all the ingredients. Spread the pieces o f meat in layers
alternating with fresh bacon rinds cut into small dice, bacon, blanched and
cut into large dice, sliced carrots, chopped onions, raw chopped
mushrooms, peeled, seeded and chopped tomatoes, some pounded cloves
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of garlic and stoned black olives. Put a good bouquet garni in the middle
of all these ingredients and, besides the usual aromatic herbs, add a small
piece of bitter orange peel. Pour the marinating liquor on the whole, add
some veal stock to complete the moistening, put on the lid, seal it with a
strip of flour and water paste and cook in a moderate oven for 5 or 6
hours.
Serve in the daubiere, having first removed the bouquet garni and
skimmed off surplus fat. (125)

DAUBE-A method of cooking meat. Although this method can be used
not only for beef but also for other meat, as well as poultry and game, the
term daube without qualification often means a cut o f beef cooked en
daubs, that is to say braised in stock, generally red wine stock enriched
with various nourishing ingredients and well seasoned with herbs. (341)

DAUBXERE-a casserole used in France, as its name indicates, for the
cooking of daubes. It can be made o f stoneware, earthenware or tinned
copper.
In former times daubieres had very deep lids so that they could be covered with
live charcoal and ashes. (341)
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From Linda Wolfe’s The Literary Gourmet: Menus from Masterpieces.
New York's Chateaubriand Restaurant provided the recipe fo r Mrs. Ram say’s triumphant
Boeuf en Daube, with its ‘exquisite scent o f olives and oil and juice . .. its confusion o f
savory brown and yellow meats and its bay leaves and its wine. ’ The Chateaubriand
appropriately bears on its menu the classic words o f the gastronomer Brillat-Savarin:
“The jo ys o f the table belong equally to all ages, conditions, countries and times; they
mix with all other pleasures and remain the last to console us fo r the others ’ loss. ”

BOEUF EN DAUBE
a la Provengale

The Chateaubriand Restaurant, New York City

4 pounds rump of beef
larding (strips of bacon, pork
or ham fat)
salt and pepper
fines herbes (finely •'hopped
chervil, parsley, chives and
tarragon)
a carrot, sliced
2 onions, halved
thyme (1 sprig or a dash of dried
thyme)
bay leaves(3)

parsley sprigs (3)
2 cloves of garlic
10 ounces dry white wine
4 ounces cognac
3 parboiled calves’ feet
2 tablespoons flour
fresh tomatoes (1-2 large ones)
stock broth, if necessary
cooked small new carrots (6-8)
cooked small white onions (6)
1 dozen black olives, blanched
and stoned
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Take 4 pounds of rump of beef and cut in four. Lard the meat with strips of larding, salt
it, and rolled ir fines herbes and a little cognac (about an ounce). Then marinate it for 6
hours or more with salt and pepper, 1 sliced carrot, 2 halved onions, thyme, bay leaves,
parsley sprigs, 2 cloves of crushed garlic, the wine and 3 ounces o f cognac. Meanwhile,
parboil 3 calves’ feet for 'A hour and hold in reserve.

Drain the beef from the marinade and brown in a frying pan until well browned on both
sides. Add 2 tablespoons of flour and make golden brown. Then add the marinade with
:hc calves’ feet, herbs and vegetables, and some fresh tomatoes. If the meat is not covered
with liquid, add some stock broth.

Transfer to an earthenware casserole* and cook slowly for 4 hours or more in a 325-350°
oven. Remove the meat into a serving dish with the calves’ feet cut in small dice. Then
strain the sauce, add the calves’ feet to it with small new carrots, small white onions,
blanched olives and fines herbes, and pour everything on top o f the meat. This may be
served hot or cold. (Serves 6-8)

*To make this dish truly en daube, when you place your casserole in the oven you should
seal the rim, no matter how close-fitting it is, with a paste o f flour and water so that not a
breath o f juice may escape the pot. The technique is as old as the fouiteenth century...”
(234-5).
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“We Shall Have Her For Dinner”: Dining and Ritual in Edith Wharton’s The Age o f
Innocence
The dinner was a somewhat formidable business.
-from Wharton’s The Age o f Innocence

In Edith Wharton’s novel of manners, The Age o f Innocence,19 one cannot help
but notice the sumptuous and numerous dinners that punctuate the work. The food, the
table, the guests, the decoration, and the manners provide a ceremonious setting for the
main events of the book-events controlled by a social class trying to protect its own.
Three formal and ritualistic dinners given by Mrs. Archer, the van der Luydens, and May
Archer, respectively, are the arenas in which the fluctuating social opinions that decided
the fate of Ellen Olenska (the Countess with a sullied past, cousin o f May Welland/Archer)
are enacted. As we look at each o f the formal dinners in The Age o f Innocence, we must
remember that the dinners were not only the creative canvases o f the women in Old New
York but they were also the activities by which they expressed their various social powers.
The dining room was the jurisdiction o f the women in this social class, because the woman
of the house (for the most part) determined the menu, the table, the guests, and the
atmosphere for the evening. Wharton’s use of the female-controlled dining room and its
accouterments as tools for society to pass judgment on a woman illustrates an enactment
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It was labeled as a “historical novel” by Wharton herself (Goodwyn 131-32).
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of social power in a society that otherwise severely restricted women's daily decision
making.
Dining as a social event distinguished upper-class Old New York from other clases
in the late 1800s, the years in which The Age o f Innocence takes place. Wharton lived her
early womanhood in New York during those years and thus knew her subject well (Lewis
424; Goodwyn 133). In her day, according to Rhoda Nathan, Wharton’s circle of
acquaintances included a gentleman named Ward McAllister, known in high-society circles
as the “self-appointed arbiter of taste” (277). McAllister’s book, Society As I Have Found
It, emphasizes the magnitude of the formal dining experience, an event not to be trifled
with.
A dinner invitation, once accepted, is a sacred obligation. If you die before
the dinner takes place, your executor must attend the dinner. (This is not
to be taken literally, but to illustrate the obligation.) (qtd. in Nathan 279)
McAllister’s overstatement draws for the reader and follower o f etiquette the exacting role
required o f an invited person. Wharton herself employed religious terms such as “solemn”
(61), “formidable business” (62), and “religious solemnity” (62) to connote the sanctity of
the dinner obligation. A feast o f formal proportions needed to be met with propriety and
attention to manners.
McAllister’s little book also guided Wharton in describing the table settings in The
Age o f Innocence. Wharton wrote the novel in 1919-20, approximately fifty years after the
novel’s time scheme, and McAllister’s work was helpful to Wharton in recalling the details
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of the table in Old New York. Compare the following two passages: the first quote is
from McAllister, the second was penned by Wharton.
Now, at the best dinners you see perhaps in the centre of the table one
handsome basket of flowers; a few silver dishes with bonbons...

[May was] inspecting the basket of Jacqueminot roses and maidenhair in
the center of the long table, and the placing of the Maillard bonbons in
openwork silvcrwork baskets...(both qtd in Nathan 278-79)
The detailing of the table by Wharton, guided by the observations of the keeper of the
social order, McAllister, implies the weightiness that Wharton was attempting to bestow
on the scenes of dining. In these arenas of social declaration, lack of attention to the most
minute detail could render the event’s purpose irrelevant.
Conspicuous consumption ruled the dining experience as well. “Conspicuous
consumption” is a term coined by Thorstein Veblen in his work The Theory’ o f the Leisure
Class: An Economic Study o f Institutions, who wrote that such a lavish display “of
valuable goods is a means of reputability to the gentlemen of leisure” (75), which is
certainly the case for all of the characters, male and female, in Wharton’s novel.20 In an
1887 etiquette book entitled Social Customs, Florence Howe Hall noted that “The

20 Levcnstein concisely describes the eating habits of the American upper-class of this err. in his chapter
“The American Table in 1880: The Tastes of the Upper Crust" (10-22).
notes an extravagant dinner
served at Dclmonico s, the restaurant mentioned by Wharton in The A ge«. •
ence (105, ch. 12), in
honor of Genera! Hancock which typifies the “traditional enormous proportions” provided the wealthy
sophisticated diner of this era.
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extravagance of our modern dinner table has grown to be so great that it rivals those
ancient Roman feasts” (qtd. in Carpenter 93). Extravagance in plate and flatware
demonstrated not only consumption on a large scale (a sure indicator of wealth) but a
certain reverence as well."1 Veblen puts his finger on the phenomenon by remarking that
“[w]e all feel, sincerely and without misgiving, that we are the more lifted up in spirit for
having, even in the privacy of our own household, eaten our daily meal by the help of
hand-wrought silver utensils, from hand-painted china...laid on high-priced table linen”
(156). Wharton knew, from her own social experiences in Old New York society, as well
as from her interest in anthropological works such as The Golden Bough, that excess of
implements and formalized behaviors often surround that which a society deems important
and fears losing. Wharton wanted her readers to understand the momentousness of her
feasting scenes; thus she wrote with an attentive hand when illustraiing these settings.
The encoded dinner provided the domain for expressing personal desire in the
society depicted in this novel, and, in contrast, it also formed the sphere in which the
“traditional social and ethical code that repressed those persona! desires flourished” (Davis
465). These social events
mediated between contending needs that were central to the maintenance
of social order: between individual appetite and communal order, bodily21

21 Copious accouterments were the distinguishing characteristics of a forma! dinner; up to twelve pieces
of flatware, seven to nine wine glasses, and up to thirteen courses were set out. For a complete description
of a “typical” dinner party, see Florence Howe Hall’s description, quoted in Carpenter (93-961.

satisfaction and social modesty, egalitarianism and hierarchy, public and
private. (Davis 465)
The table served up subtle nuances, battling intentions, and cloudy socially-constructed
signs. As a construct of its class, the formal Victorian dinner of Old New York was a fluid
signifier that affixed its own meaning to the behaviors that surrounded it. Wharton herself
is clear about the shrouded meanings' existence: “In reality, they all lived in a hieroglyphic
world, where the real thing was never said or done or even thought, but only represented
by a set of arbitrary signs” (44). As Gordon Milne observes about this novel, the dining
experience was the most hieroglyphic world, and it had to be decoded graciously above all
else by the participants (120). Novels of manners typically depict a world directed by
individuals and social conventions that tend to be “more serious, more difficult, more
dense and demanding than the central characters had expected” (Lindberg 4). And
Wharton’s novel follows suit, using the tables of consumption and manners as the densely
coded signifiers that assume various meanings to be deciphered by the aware (or not-soaware) participants.
Food, sustenance, nurturance... these are all realms of the feminine as dictated by
society, and even, or especially, in the elevated circles of the late Victorian society of the
United States we see these ancient assumptions of the roles of women.
[There is] visceral power radiating from scenes of feasting and fasting; the
ambiguous role c f women at the center, apparently valorized through their
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service, simultaneously empowered and enslaved by the incessant demands
of a hungry world.. .(Bender 316)
This power permeates the dining scenes created by Wharton in this novel, for all three
above-mentioned dinners were hosted by women for the sole purpose of discussing,
accepting, and then ousting Countess Oienska, a woman who did not know sufficiently
how to decode the tribal hieroglyphics of her adopted home. Ellen was being acted upon
silently through the table and its assumed signifying role as dictated by the women of
upper-class New York society. She is not totally oblivious to the shrouded meanings of
the dinners (as I will discuss later), but she also does not know how to escape them.
The first significant dinner for the enactment of the social judgments upon Ellen
Oienska is given by Mrs. Archer, Newland Archer’s mother. Despite the honored guest
being the esteemed Mr. Sillerton Jackson (modeled on Ward McAllister), Mrs. Archer
serves a frugal and ill- prepared meal, consisting of a burnt roe, a salad with cucumbers
wrongly sliced with a steel knife, and fillet with mushroom sauce. Despite Sillerton’s
wish that Mrs. Archer’s meals “should be a little better” (Wharton 33), the dinner is still an
event. The Archer women are a shy lot, and though they are high in the New York ranks,
they dined out rarely. Thus when societal information was needed, they would invite Mr.
Sillerton Jackson to dine in order to provide a setting for ascertaining pertinent news.
Mrs. Archer “honored few people with her invitations, and as she and her daughter Janey
were an excellent audience, Mr. Jackson usually came” (33). The matriarch of the Archer
tribe called, and he who wat requested came.
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Newland Archer knows instinctively that tr

••.Mr-.-- i <i gathering his mother, his

sister, Mr. Jackson, and himself is to discuss Ellen Olenska’s audacious attendance at the
opera and the implications that her appearance held for their closed society. Olenska,
deserted by her wandering husband, makes her first “society” appearance in New York at
a performance of Faust, surrounded by her extended family, the Mingotts. Her shadowy
upbringing and damaged marriage are cause for great concern for the upper-echelons of
New York, and discussing them is the focal point of the Archer dinner.
Of course old Jackson wanted to talk about Ellen Olenska, and of course
Mrs. Archer and Jancy wanted to hear what he had to tell. All three would
be slightly embarrassed by Newland’s presence, now that his prospective
relation to the Mingott clan had been made known; and the young man
waited with an amused curiosby to see how they would turn the difficulty.
(36)
The scandal of the Olenska woman would have profound effects on the Archer family by
marital association (Newland’s impending marriage to May Welland, a Mingott relative);
therefore it is enough to warrant the advice of the arbiter of taste, to have the man who
carried “a register of most of the scandals and mysteries” (10) of New York circles on
their side. Mrs. Archer prepares a table in order to have the matter out, to determine the
extent of the damage that may befall her family.
The quality of Mrs. Archer’s meal itself indicates how Newland will be perceived
in the future by his community, and it also foreshadows the upcoming eviction of Ellen
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Olenska from Old New York. Even though the Archers are esteemed company for
Jackson, the meal is not up to par. The Archers have their faults, and those faults are
drawn metaphorically by Jackson’s reaction to the Archer table.
Mr. Jackson had helped himself to a slice of the tepid fillet...and had
rejected the mushroom sauce after a scarcely perceptible sniff. He looked
baffled and hungry, and Archer reflected that he would probably finish his
meal on Ellen Olenska. (39, emphasis added)
Jackson smells an upcoming scandal and anticipates the killing and devouring of Ellen
Olenska by the New Yorkers. The reader who is able to decode the societal signals
understands that this dinner, in a manner of speaking, is set for Ellen Olenska, even though
she is not present. The event is to discuss and digest the implication of her appearance in
their circles. Ellen would indeed be “finished off.”
Ellen Olenska is the granddaughter of “Catherine the Great,” Catherine Mingott.
The Mingotts are known for their attention to dining, clothes, and financial affairs
(Lindberg 147), and true to form, Catherine Mingott plans that her granddaughter’s New
York entrance be christened with a formal dinner, invitations sent to only the most
distinguished of guests. “The Lovell Mingotts had sent out cards for what was known as
‘a formal dinner’ (that is, three extra footmen, two dishes each course, and a Roman
punch in the middle)” (47). Such extravagance announces publicly that the Lovell
Mingotts think highly of their granddaughter and expect the rest of society to follow suit.
The dinner is to be Ellen Olenska’s ceremonious introduction to the New York tribe, but

128
Old New York did not heed the call. Only four guests accept the invitation, a clear
indication of the regard that the city's nobility have for the odd Ellen Olenska.
Such a rebuff could not go unnoticed, and Newland Archer is compelled to act.
His engagement to May Welland, a relative of the Mingotts, urges him to chivalric action
in her family’s defense. Newland and his mother appeal to the highest authority of Old
New York, the van der Luydens. The Archers present their case to the reclusive-but
highly regarded-van der Luydens, arguing that “there’ll be no such thing as Society left”
if such a blatant snubbing of the Mingotts is not swiftly addressed (51). The van der
Luyden answer to the dilemma? A formal dinner of even more extraordinary proportions
than the Mingotts had planned.
The ensuing van der Luyden feast is indeed a holy day. The van der Luydens are
at the “very apex” of the social pyramid; thus any action they take is regarded with the
awe and reverence it deserved. Their sponsorship of Ellen Olenska, announced through
the act of a dinner in her honor, professes to the rest of the tribe that Ellen Olenska would
be acknowledged as part of the Mingott clan and that all should accord her due respect.
The cloistered Mrs. van der Luyden even delivers the dinner invitations herself, a
summons not to be ignored (58).
Although Mr. van der Luyden suggests the dinner in the initial meeting with
Newland and his mother, Mrs. van der Luyden draws up the guest list and details the
menu; she is the agent for presenting Olenska to the circle of socialites. By the power that
Mrs. van der Luyden wields in the realm of the ritualistic dinner, we can see the impact
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that she has oil dictating the standards for a whole group of people (at least for a while).
Indeed, her money and her husband and her social standing give her jurisdiction in
enacting some social standards by default, but it is in creating the forma! dinner, with all its
community-created significance, that Mrs. van der Luyden comes to the aid of a woman
who would otherwise be an outcast in her own family’s circle. Mrs. van der Luyden even
is able to rustle up some royalty to add to the occasion.
The dinner was a somewhat formidable business. Dining with the van der
Luydens was at best no light matter, and dining there with a Duke...was
almost a religious solemnity...The van der Luydens had done their best to
emphasize the importance of the occasion. The du Lac Sevres and the
Trevenna George II plate were out; so was the van der Luyden
“Lowestoft” (East India Company) and the Dagonet Crown Derby. (62)
The Duke’s presence thinly veils the purpose behind the van der Luyden’s best table
hosting the best guests. This is a dinner, truly, for Ellen Olenska, and there is no doubt
that the inclusion of Ellen at the table was a direct retaliation aimed at those who refused
the Mingott formal dinner for Ellen. Mrs. van der Luyden, by laying out all her best plate,
silver, and crystal, ritually welcomes Ellen to the apex of social standing. Ari older woman
of the 1870s did not have much power outside of social affairs for the most part, and Mrs.
van der Luyden's dinner is one of the few arenas where she could assert herself and the
standards by which she lives. The heavily coded world of Old New York, encoded further
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by the weight surrounding formal dinners, allows Mrs. van der Luyden to dictate to the
lower levels of the social pyramid how Ellen would be received.
Ellen’s placement at the van der Luyden table alongside a Duke is her coming-out
to society. She is formally and formidably introduced as one of the acceptable people, as
decreed by Mrs. van der Luyden and her husband. Ellen is the youngest at the table and
stands out amor,- tne other rather dowdy guests. Even though a duke is present (whom
Ellen thought a bore), Ellen is the center of attention (63). She is sen'ed up to the
community much as a succulent canvas-back would have been, on a beautiful plate in a
perfect room with a tabie set to match the meal. The woman is the main course. They all
partake and make her part of the body of Old New York.
Months later, May Archer presents a dinner in Ellen’s honor, for Ellen is leaving
New York. May (now married to Newland) decides with Ellen that because of various
circumstances, it would be best for Ellen to leave New York altogether. May then makes
an artful move in the eyes of her community (who had been whispering about Newland’s
barely perceptible, but nonetheless outrageous, affection for Ellen): May offers to perform
the ritual casting out of the foreigner and thus positions herself to regain her territory in
Newland’s world. The first formal table of May’s marriage is a sacrificial altar, offering
Ellen for ritual consumption by the New York societal system. Traditionally, a couple's
first formal dinner was a momentous occasion, “and their summons was seldom refused
even by the seasoned and sought-after” (Wharton 328).

out’l
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May announces decidedly to Nexvland that the farewell dinner for Ellen is to be
hosted by them and then she proceeds to draw up the guest list with the help of her
mother and Newland’s mother (328, 332). This is a women’s affair, for the sanctity of
May’s position in Ncwland’s life is at stake. The older women of the Archer and Newland
families understand that Ellen Olenska poses a threat to May and must be eliminated from
the group. May Welland has special significance to the novel, for she is constructed by
Wharton to epitomize the perfect product of this New York society. As the novel is an
examination of New York in the late nineteenth century, May Welland “is synonymous
with the city; they have both been constructed and sustained toward the same end and for
the same purpose”: self-preservation (Goodwyn 138). Ellen is a rival for May, but May
has the advantage because she has never been doubted by her acquaintances, always plays
by the rules, avoids scandal, and has the vows of Newland. If the coded rules of New
York are followed, May will undoubtedly be the victor.
Thus, the first formal dinner for May and Newland, newlyweds, is artfully
combined with the disenfranchisement of Ellen. It would be a feat, indeed, and called for
the highest ceremony.
[A] big dinner, with a hired chef and two borrowed footmen, with a Roman
punch, roses from Henderson’s, and menus on gilt edged cards, was a
different affair, and not to be lightly taken...the Roman punch made all the
difference; not in itself but by its manifold implications-since it signified
cither canvas-backs or terrapin, two soups, a hot and a cold sweet...(327)
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The manifold implications exist not only for the arrangement of the dishes but what these
dishes mean. In her coded society, a Roman punch dictates the level, the height, of the
importance of the meal. The Roman punch does make all the difference, for May’s
inclusion of the beverage could be read by societal circles as the marker of a momentous
occasion. Planning her menu to reflect the depth of her actions, May Archer is well aware
of the power her newlywed table holds as a gathering tool, and she uses the situation to
her advantage. This tradition, of all the important people heeding the call to the first
formal dinner of a new marriage, plays in May’s favor, for even the van der Luydens are
obligated to attend. The van der Luydens had secured Ellen’s arrival in society, and their
presence at May’s dinner is an acknowledgment that they endorse Ellen's departure via
May’s dinner.
A close look at the other arrangements coinciding with the dinner gives another
glimpse of the heady implications of the Archer feast. The drawing room (the traditional
post-dinner retreat for the women) seems to reflect a mystical garden. Lamps are lit, gilt
bamboo jardinieres are present, as are copious amounts of flowers, small toy animals, and
rose lights that “shot up like tropical flowers among the palms” (333). The allusion to a
garden not unlike Eden and the casting out of an undesirable is unmistakable. To the
denizens of the upper echelons of New York, they have Paradise, and any threat to its
existence warrants action.
“Everything was, in short, as it should be on the approach of so considerable an
event” (328). The table is prepared for the reception of Ellen Olenska. Newlard received
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his forbidden love into his marriage home, and upon seeing Ellen’s face, ‘he never loved it
as he did at that minute” (333). Just at that moment, as he truly acknowledges his love for
Ellen, May beckons, “Newland! Dinner’s been announced. Won’t you please take Ellen
in?” (334) Thus, the man who is not strong enough to separate from an exclusionary
society must sacrifice the woman he loves to it, using the table his wife has prepared. This
table, and the presentation of Ellen at it, is May Archer’s finest moment. Her power at
this table is recognized by all who sat at it; this is May’s domain. She controls and
orchestrates all who sit at it to the ends she sees fit, and her guests rally behind their
hostess.
There were certain things that had to be done, and if done at all, done
handsomely and thoroughly; and one of these, in the old New York code,
was the tribal rally around a kinswoman about to be eliminated from the
tribe. (334)
She employs the most powerful weapon that she has, the silent hieroglyphic world of
manners and the table, to oust her rival and cousin. Everything about the arrangements
made by May reinforce her intentions: to rid herself and New York of Ellen.
Ellen receives the honor of sitting at the host’s right, displacing the esteemed Mrs.
van der Luyden. There is no doubt in the minds of the congregation that May intends for
Ellen and Newland to be seated together; the entire table would be able to watch for
transgressions, knowing nonetheless, that none would be made in such a ceremonious
atmosphere: “propriety dictates that Madame Olenska, the guest of honor, must be seated
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at Archer’s right, so the rules of formal dining decree that he must talk politely to her
under surveillance, a responsibility recalled to him by May’s quick glance down the table.
Thus when Archer most wants to talk to Ellen in private, he must say only those things he
could say to any guest" (Lindberg 170). The tribal and ritualistic nature of the dinner
setting, all meticulously created by May, becomes ever clearer and clearer to Newland as
the courses are served.
As his glance travelled from one placid well-fed face to another he saw all
the harmless-looking people engaged upon May’s canvas-backs as a band
of dumb-conspirators, and himself and the pale woman on his right as the
centre of their conspiracy. And then it came to him...he understood
that...now the whole tribe had rallied about his wife...(335)
May’s manipulation of the dinner table (a manipulation that had escaped Newland for
most of the evening) allows May to make arrangements for Ellen’s ousting without ever
saying a word to that effect. Beyond forbidding the dinner altogether, Newland is
powerless to counteract the implications that May is able to assign to her newlywed feast.
Over the asparagus from Florida, Newland realizes that he had come ever so close to
being ousted himself, and that Ellen is the sacrificial scapegoat for the entire distasteful
circumstance. Newland becomes acutely aware that the dinner was “finished o ff’ on Ellen
(and himself), for she had been consumed and excised from the group. The casting off of
Ellen had been a success. May is “triumphant” and glows afterward at how well it had
gone off (339).
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Sillerton Jackson, in a poignant side comment to Nevvland in the library after
dinner, observes that the “people who have the worst cooks are always telling you they're
poisoned when they dine out” (338). This comment draws metaphorically on the
reception of Ellen Olenska in New York society and reflects back to the initial dinner of
the Archer clan with Jackson. Newland’s social aspirations, mirrored by his family’s less
than tasteful meals, could, indeed, be poisoned by something from the outside: Ellen. The
fact that Newland does not forsake his community (“the worst cooks” representing the
tainted self-important New York circles) proves that he thought he could indeed be
poisoned from the outside, by Ellen...that he would perish if he dined outside of the
sanctioned arenas.
There are, however, two distinct instances in which we see Ellen Olenska verbalize
her knowledge of the importance of the rituals surroundmg dining in her day. Upon
meeting in Boston, Elien and Newland discuss a reconciliatory offer from her estranged
husband, Count Olenska. She indicates to Newland that she has just done something
“unconventional”: she has refused a sum of money from the Count upon her return to him.
Newland inquires:
“And you refused-because of the conditions?”
“I refused,” she said after a moment.
He sat down by her again. “What were the conditions?”
“Oh, they were not onerous: just to sit at the head of his table now
and then.” (231)
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Ellen’s refusal to take the place of hostess at her own rightful table, a place of potential
power where she could enact societal manipulations of her own, is an assertion of
independence, for she realizes that even though the dining room may be in her control, the
rest of her life would be sold away from her. Ellen Olenska refuses to enter the codified
world where men owned the table that women used to assert their sanctioned societal
wishes. Ellen’s refusal to sit at the head of the Count’s table flies in the face of all
Victorian societal convention. It is a statement that she wishes to be truly free from the
cryptic world of manners and society.
Throughout the novel, it may appear that Ellen is being acted upon through the
shrouded systems of meanings. This is not entirely so: look at another private meeting
between Newland and Ellen at the Metropolitan Museum, where the two settle on a seat
in the “Cesnola antiquities” area. The “glass shelves were crowded with small broken
objects—hardly recognizable domestic utensils, ornaments and personal trifles” (309).
“It seems cruel,” she said, “that after a while nothing matters.. .any
more than these little things, that used to be necessary and important to
forgotten people, and now have to be guessed at under a magnifying glass
and labelled: ‘Use unknown.’”
“Yes; but meanwhile-”
“Ah, meanwhile-” (309-10)
Ellen’s reflection on the artifacts demonstrates that she is, indeed, aware of the meanings
ascribed to the domestic utensils of her own day, and that those meanings are community
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driven and transitory in nature. As Goodwyn notes, the coded lives of Ellen and Newland
(and the rest of Old New York) are without meaning if they try to exist beyond the
borders of their own interactions. Ellen Olenska, in the above quote, shows that she
understands the fleeting qualities of her society that, as Janet Goodwyn observes, “endows
meaning upon the individual existence” (135).
Dining, at any level, involves creating, serving, and consuming, and Wharton
artfully employs the formal dinner in The Age o f Innocence as her working metaphor for
the reception of Ellen (or the ideas she represented: independence, knowledge of self) in
high Victorian America. Over formal dinners the pronouncements that dictate her
acceptance and denial by this group are enacted. The extravagance and attention to the
table itself are indicators of the solemnity of the dinners. The implements, the rarity of the
dishes, the height of the table decoration are all signifiers in the coded world of Old New
York, signifiers that are community-constructed but maintained and passed on by the
women. The dinner is the ritual, and all tribal people ritualize that which they believe will
protect them from evil and uncontrollable forces. Wharton’s New York is no different.
Canvas-backs and Roman punch served as the body and blood in the “old New York way
of taking life” (335).
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Recipes for Roman Punch and Canvashack Duck
As with the previous chapter on W oolfs To the Lighthouse, I have, out of
curiosity, researched the recipes for significant food items that appear in Wharton’s The
Age o f Innocence. In the spirit of recipe sharing, I have provided my finds here.

F r o m L o u i s e C o n w a y B e l d e n ’s

The Festive Tradition: Table Decoration and Desserts

in America, 1650-1900 ( 2 7 6 ) .
Belden provides recipes from Victorian sources followed by modem “translations” that
enable the reader/cook to create them with added ease.

Roman Punch
3 coffee cups o f lemonade (strong and sweet), 2 glass champagne, 1 glass rum, 2 oranges
juice only, 2 eggs—whites only—well whipped, 1/2 lb. powdered sugar, beaten into the
stiffened whites. You must ice abundantly or i f you prefer, freeze.
Marion Harland, Common Sense in the Household
(New York: C. Scribner & Son, 1871).
Roman Punch
Mix
2 cups strong sweet lemonade
1/2 cup champagne or other sparkling wine
1/2 cup mm
juice of 2 oranges
whites of 2 eggs well beaten with
1 cup 4X sugar
Refrigerate until very cold and serve in punch cups. Or put into freezing tray until
partially frozen. Stir until smooth, then allow to freeze throughout. Stir well again and
serve in sherbet glasses or punch cups at dinner.

F rom Susan W illia m s’

Savory Suppers and Fashionable Feasts: Dining in Victorian

America (240).
This book outlines several topics that impacted the ceremony of dining in the Victorian
era, including practices of the middle class, etiquette of the table, dining rooms and their
furnishings, and food and drink fashions. The last chapter gives specific period recipes,
including this one for duck. Williams reproduces the recipes without “interpretation” for
modem cooks, citing afterwards her source. I find this recipe especially intriguing because
of the detail of presentation, an element often lacking in other collections of this time.

To Roast Canvas-Back Duck
Having trussed the ducks, put into each a thick piece of soft bread that has been soaked in
port wine. Place them before a quick fire and roast them from three quarters to an hour.
Before they go to the table, squeeze over each the juice of a lemon or orange, and serve
them up very hot with their own gravy about them. Eat them with currant jelly. Have
ready also, a gravy made by stewing slowly in a sauce-pan the giblets of the ducks in
butter rolled in flour, and as little water as possible. Serve up this additional gravy in a
boat.
Eliza Leslie, Miss Leslie's New Cooker)’ Book, 1857
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“ T h e j o y o f l i v i n g w a s w r a p p e d u p in t h e d e l i g h t s o f f o o d ” : R e c i p e s a n d R e a d i n g
L a u r a E s q u i v e l ’s

Like Water for Chocolate

In despair, at night-after she had knit a little section o f bedspread, o f courseshe would invent new recipes, hoping to repair the connection that flowed between
them through the food she prepared. Her finest recipes date from
this period o f suffering.
-from Esquivel’s Like Waterfo r Chocolate

With the publication of Laura Esquivel’s Como agua para chocolate: Novela de
entregas mensuales con receras, amoresy remedios caserns (1989), and its translation,
Like Water fo r Chocolate: A Novel in Monthly Installments with Recipes, Romances and
Home Remedies (1992), the genre of “women’s fiction” added to its ranks a form that is,
perhaps, unfamiliar to those who read fiction. Esquivel frames her fictional work by
parodying the 19th century form of what we now call “women’s magazines.” Esquivel
heads each chapter with a calendar month and a recipe’s ingredients, uses recipes as a
plotting element, and concludes the chapters with “teaseis” for the next month's recipes,
all familiar to anyone who has seen a women’s magazine in the last 40 years. As a
fictional device, the use of generic elements normally associated with women’s magazines
is unexpected in a novel. Her parody of these magazines, however, is not intended to
mock the genre of popular reading but, rather, lo apply the methods for its success to a
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new end-rewriting literary history to fit the talents, needs, and desires of Mexican women
in a coded “authentic women’s language” that employs inference, reference, and
contextualized knowledge.
Literary critics generally acknowledge that Esquivel uses as her template the
women’s magazines of Mexico of the 19th century (DE Valdes 78-79; Ibsen 137; Jaffe
218, 220-21; Lawless 263), which resemble closely the formulaic publications for women
of the United States and Mexico even to the end of the 20th century. In 19th century
Mexico, this genre of publication included monthly installments of romance fiction
accompanied by recipes, homemade remedies, dressmaking patterns, poetry, moral advice,
home decorating tips, and a calendar of religious holidays. Labeled “calendars for young
ladies,” these magazine conveyed the norms for female socialization, and in so doing,
“transmit a Mexican female culture in which the social context and cultural space are
particularly for women by women” ( d e Valdes 78). These periodicals, however, did not
begin with the intentions of reinforcing women’s homemaking duties. According to Jane
Herrick’s essay “Periodicals for Women in Mexico During the Nineteenth Century,” the
philosophy guiding these magazines was “woman’s edification, education, and
entertainment through reading” (135).
Originally, the contents were more literary and didactic. In one periodical, El
Semanario “[tjhere were frequent discussion of literary heroines, those of Shakespeare
and Scott being most popular” (Herrick 137), and in another, La Semana de las senoritas
mejicanas, “Most of each issue was occupied by continued stories, often with quasi-
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historical backgrounds and usually translated from other languages-Dickens was one of
the favorite authors” (141). Slowly, the editors’ grand vision of producing magazines that
included only edifying information began to tade, and more recipes and advice on cleaning
began to appear. At first, La Semana was the only periodical to include a regular
department called ‘‘Economia Domestica,” perhaps only one page long (Herrick 143), but
others eventually followed suit.
In the fictional narratives that gained prominence around 1850, the stories detailed
destinations ror family explorations, provided narratives on cooking, or moralized (DE
Valdes 78). By 1860, however, the monthly-installment novel began to grow out of the
monthly recipe or excursion. Like the pulp romance novels of the 20th century in the
United States, these installment novels were not considered “literature” by the literary
establishment; as such, they were never explored by those institutions because of the
formulaic use of episodic plot, oversentimentality, and stylized characterization (DE Valdes
78).
Formulaic romances have a specific function for their readership: “In the romance,
the prime element is woman’s adaptability to rules that she has not made and over which
she has no control” (Franco 123). In the highly circumscribed social world permitted
Mexican women of the 19th century, there was little room for rebellion or personal
expression. A woman’s life pattern could be expected to follow a road of service to
father and brothers, only to move on to servitude to husbands and children-a familiar
pattern to the women of the United States as well. Personal time was extremely limited
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and scrutinized, and women often used any private moments for rest or creative
expression. This creative expression took forms familiar to those who are aware of the
traditional crafts and/or tasks of women-eooking, sewing, weaving, knitting, gardening,
and interior decoration. If women were to have any creative outlets, they had to exist
within these socially-constructed feminine tasks. The women’s magazines, realizing these
constraints, reflected and created interest in refining these feminine crafts and provided
sentimentalized romances for the reading pleasure of the literate Mexican population of
women. By incorporating some of the tropes used by the periodicals, Esquivel provides
her readers familiarity. She also manipulates those genre expectations into a portrayal of
rebellion.
These sites of “femininities” (a tenn I borrow from Jean Franco) may seem
incongruent in that the kitchen is historically an area of women’s work as established by a
patriarchal social system controlled by men for the advantages of men. If women are at
work in the home, tending to the needs of the family, there are few areas where they can
wield power outside of that arena. It would seem, then, in the struggle for a literature to
call our own, women writing fiction would most desperately want to remove themselves
from the historical sites of their oppression in order to create characters that demonstrate
the vivacity, tenacity, and determination that women can have. The multiple narrative
forms available in the late twentieth century (television, video, radio, print media, and the
movies) have given women many ways to have their voices heard. So why did Esquivel
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choose to utilize a format that, on one hand, reinforces the idea of a woman's place being
in the home, and on the other hand, challenges that format at the same time?
The answer to that question lies in several different places. An essay entitled “The
Incorporation of Women: A Comparison of North American and Mexican Popular
Narrative” by Jean Franco gives us a way to interpret Esquivel’s work. Franco’s piece
focuses on several sub-genres of the “category literature” (126), including one form found
in Mexico labeled “libros semanales,” a form of Mexican comic strip whose audience is
the working women of Mexico.
[Libros semanales] are usually printed on cheap paper, sell for very little
money, and reach a vast public in the lower strata of society. They use
formulaic plots, [are] crudely drawn and frequently use short-hand indexes
of emotion.. .The color is a monotonous sepia tone and the covers are often
unattractive...(Franco 130-31).
The target audience for these pulp strips is women who either are in the work place or just
about to enter it. While this category of literature does not seem to be a likely place to
find clues as to how to decipher a novel such as Like Waterfo r Chocolate, Franco’s
insights into the libros semanales might provide some starting ground. In the libros
semanales, the characters are working people who are looking for emancipation from
extended families that are often violent and bitter (124). Franco, in her observations of
the typical libros semanales, does not address Esquivel’s novel, but as I applied my
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understanding of libras semanales to Like Water for Chocolate, some elements of the
book became more clear to me.
Franco asserts that the libros semanales are different from, although related to.
romance tales on several levels. As stated earlier, the romance’s plot often revolves
around a female character adapting to circumstances over which she has no control, but
this is often a circumstance of abundance rather than poverty or economic struggle ( 12324). The libros semanales, however, center on the world of work in combination with an
emancipation from the extended family. In Like Waterfo r Chocolate, the De la Garza
family never seems to be in any serious need for money, even though there is a revolution
at their doorstep. In this light, Like Water resembles more a romance, with a revolution,
soldiers, various hardships, but plenty at hand to keep the ranch running in order to sustain
Tita and Pedro’s forbidden love affair. In contrast to the romantic trope of the world
being work-free, however, this novel centers on the labors, trials, and tribulations of Tita,
a woman doomed to service by her birth order. In this sense, the character of Tita mirrors
the heroines of the libros semanales, women in the work force.
In these pulp comic strips, the characters are also looking for a way o f escape from
the extended family, represented by “violent and bitter family situations” (124) in which
“the family is usually an obstacle to the individual” (132). Adultery can be a formulaic
element, stemming from, perhaps, the presence of many members of the same family in
one house. Certainly, we can see these elements present in Like Waterfo r Chocolate.
Tita’s birth order in her family is her main obstacle at first, then it is the marriage of hr-
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sister to Pedro. All of these family members live in the same house, with only brief
reprieves when Rosaura and Pedro move away, when Gertrudis joins the revolution, and
when Tita goes to Dr. Brown's home. Until Mama Elena’s death, Tita and Pedro never
consummate their passion sexually, but Tita’s flesh becomes “experienced” when Pedro
catches her bent over the grinding stone and he caresses her breasts with his eyes. His
gaze is so penetrating that she gives breast milk even though she is not pregnant (67, 76).
And since breast milk typically comes from a woman who is pregnant, Tita is figuratively
“pregnant” by Pedro, and thus adultery figuratively exists.
Another interesting element of the libros semanates is the severing of ties with the
older generations of the family: “This crucial moment of separation does not come about
in childhood; rather, it is played out between a rising younger generation and a corrupt
older generation” (Franco 132). Tita’s separation does not come until Mama De la Garza
is dead. Tita aiso comes to understand her mother more when she comes across a box
when going through her mother’s belongings after her death. Tita pieces together through
pictures and letters the story of her mother’s love for a black man, the true father of
Gertrudis. In this we see that Mama Elena is human, but she is also corrupt because of
her affair, according to the morais of the time in which the novel was set. We can also
observe that Rosaura takes the place of Mama Elena, imposing a firm hand on the
household as well as enforcing the family tradition of having the youngest daughter take
care of the mother. Since Esperanza is Rosaura’s only living child, Esperanza is doomed,
as Tita was, to serve her mother until her death. In the novel, this problem is solved by

147
Rosaura’s death shortly after Mania Elena’s death These deaths of the mothers that
represent the old way of Mexican life free both Tu and Esperanza to become the “new
generation” which Franco writes about, the gener;

m striving to meet the post-revolution

ideology of family reform by severing ties to the t

ways (132). In comparing the

romance to libros semanales, Franco notes that “

he Harlequins seem to have their

roots in romance, the libros semanales have their

ots in naturalism, in which evil is

passed on from one generation to another” (132). Esquivel sufficiently puts to rest the
“evil” of the De la Garza family by wiping out the family members who continue traditions
that are cruel.
The pulp comic plots do not often end in marriage, a trope of the romance or the
comedy. Esquivel, however, bows to both traditions; the marriage of Esperanza to Alex
(Dr. John Brown’s son) looks to the romantic and/or comedic tradition, but the
spectacular deaths of Tita and Pedro the moment they are free from all familial and
societal constraints is unexpected in any fictional form.
The incorporation of all of these popular culture literatures into Like Water fo r
Chocolate makes it a complex novel in its plurality of narrative styles and areas of
resistance. Esquivel utilizes the kitchen as the central domain for her protagonist: this is a
room of both oppression and power for Tita. Esquivel incorporates the patterns from
serialized women’s magazines of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries because they are
recogni7.able, useful, savory, sensual, and informative, but she uses those modes of textual
presentation to forward a plot that undermines the same patriarchal cultures that produced
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and profited by those pulp literatures to begin with. While using the “anachronistic”
modes of narration (Franco 120), Esquivel parodies them at the same time by directly
confronting stereotypes and oppression. In her study of parody in Like Waterfo r
Chocolate, Kristine Ibsen states
underlying the appearance of conventionalism may be detected as [a]
playfully parodic appropriation that serves not only to undermine the canon
but, more importantly, to redirect its focus to an aesthetic project in which
such binary oppositions as “high art” and “popular” literature are
overturned. (134, emphasis in original)
The fusing of resistance within a recognizable domain of oppression where women have,
for centuries, lived a life effaced is the core of this novel.
Esquivel, by combining the familiar elements of women’s magazines with the
novel, creates in Like Waterfo r Chocolate a recognizable world where women do
unrecognizable things in recognizable situations. The role of magic in adult Mexican
fiction is expected or accepted by Mexican readers more readily than by United States’
readers. Magic as an established literary trope has been most widely discussed in
reference to Gabriel Garcia Marquez’ Cieri alios de soledad (One Hundred Years O f
Solitude) and is widely employed in Mexican fiction. This “magical realism” works
beyond the idea of “the willing suspension of disbelief’ so familiar to readers of EuroAmerican fiction; rnagic realism expects the reader to accept the effects of the magic as
plausible occurrences in the lives of the characters. By employing magic realism in Like
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Water for Chocolate, Esquivel “has consciously selected a mode that has become so much
a part of the canon that it would be easily recognized by anyone even remotely familiar
with contemporary Spanish-American literature” (Ibsen 134). Esquivel’s magic realism is
different, however; her magic is produced directly from the culinary creations of the
centra! character, Tita, and is used to subvert societal traditions.
Esquivel’s work revolves around the recipes produced by Tita, the youngest
daughter of the De la Garza family, who is destined by virtue of her birth order to tend to
her mother until the mother dies. Because of Mama Elena’s fast labor and delivery, Tita
is bom on the kitchen table and is suckled on gruels and teas by Nacha, the De la Garza
family’s ranch cook, for Tita’s mother is without milk because of grief at the loss of her
husband. “Tita made her entrance into this world, prematurely, right there on the kitchen
table amid the smells of simmering noodle soup, thyme, bay leaves, and cilantro, steamed
milk, garlic, and, of course, onion” (5-6). She remains in the kitchen under the tutelage of
Nacha for all of her childhood and adult years, honing her talent for creating culinary art in
her everyday experience.
All of Tita’s life experience is framed by the activities of the kitchen: “Likewise for
Tita the joy of living was wrapped up in the delights of food... everything on the kitchen
side of that door, on through the door leading to the patio and the kitchen and herb
gardens was completely hers-it was Tita’s realm” (7). This realm, orchestrate^ by Nacha,
is Tita’s world of both drudgery and creativity, a dualism I will later discuss. Her talent in
the kitchen is not a genetically-passed love or talent. Rather, Tita, under the tutelage of
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Nacha, who is a consummate cook, learns that the kitchen has its own rewards and beauty
beyond the drudgery. The daily responsibility of producing meals in times of plenty and
times of lean requires talent, creativity, resourcefulness, and patience, all qualities that
Nacha and Tita possess. It is made very clear in the prose of the novel that for Tita and
Nacha, culinary beauty manifests itself because they, as artists, are able to move beyond
the task of food production into the creation of art, an indication of their complete
understanding of their workplace and a desire for sublime magnificence in their work.
Tita’s mother, Elena, however, is not without her own culinary talents and secrets,
but these talents are much different than those that Tita and Nacha possess. “[Mama
Elena] made her cuts through the rind with such mathematical precision that when she was
done, she could pick up the watermelon and give it a single blow against a stone, in a
particular spot, and like magic the watermelon rind would open like the petals of a flower,
leaving the heart intact on the table” (97). As with the efficient cracking of a melon,
throughout the novel we see Mama Elena commanding and controlling the actions and
productions of the kitchen as any capable ranch manager would have done. Mama Elena
participates in the kitchen activities as she cracks nuts, grinds spices, and stuffs sausages
as Nacha and Tita do, but Mama Elena never gets any joy from these activities. As more
of a business person, Mama Elena sees the kitchen as simply a place of production, not a
place of beauty. She is demanding, efficient, consistent, and predictable, even harsh, in her
expectations of the kitchen and its workers. She does not have the time or desire to enact
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the pleasures of the kitchen; it is not her sole realm of work; she has to run the entire
ranch.
Tita “inherits” her sensual love of the kitchen and cooking from Nacha. Nacha’s
and Chencha’s (her assistant) worlds both exist wholly in the kitchen, but Nacha has a
power of creativity with food that she transfers to Tita as a child. Beyond learning from
Nacha’s incredible culinary talents, Tita has an effect on food altogether different that
Nacha does. For example, in “Chapter Two: February, Chabela Wedding Cake,” Tita is
ordered by Mama Elena to assist Nacha in preparing a wedding cake for her sister’s
wedding. The sister, Rosaura, is to be married to Tita’s one true love, Pedro, because of
an arrangement made by Mama Elena. While a sorrowful Tita prepares the cake, a few
tears fall into the meringue (36). Nacha tastes the icing, trying to detect if Tita’s tears
affect the taste, but she notes no difference. Nacha does, however, begin to feel an
incredible sense of sadness and longing which stays with her until she goes to sleep. The
next morning, Nacha, then eighty-five years old, is found dead, a picture of her long-lost
fiance on her chest. During the wedding that day, the cake affects all of the guests in a
similar manner; the guests feel an overwhelming longing so strong as to make them vomit
uncontrollably during the wedding reception and wail for lost loves (39-41). Mama Elena
becomes convinced that Tita tainted the cake with an emetic and beats the heartbroken
Tita. The dramatic wedding events demonstrate the power that Tita has when she touches
or adds anything to a dish. In true Spanish-American generic form, the “magic” alters the
situations of the characters, but in this case, the magic is evoked by the culinary influence
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of the female protagonist. Tita has gained not only Nacha’s talent and instinct for success
in creating succulent dishes, but Tita has an additional power that is enacted only through
her food. Her creations reflect her desires but not necessarily her intentions.
In "‘Chapter Three: March, Quail in Rose Petal Sauce,” the saga of Tita’s kitchen
drudgery, creativity, and power through food continues. After Nacha’s death on the day
of Pedro and Rosaura’s wedding, Tita inherits the role of ranch cook. Ostensibly to honor
her one-year anniversary in that position, Pedro gives her a bouquet of roses; it is all too
apparent to Tita and everyone else that the roses are an expression of enduring love and
admiration. Rosaura is, of course, jealous, and with one swift look, Mama Elena tells
Tita that she must get rid of the roses (47-48). To Tita, it seems a shame to waste the
roses, and she ponders what she can do with them. What she then hears from beyond the
grave is to change Tita’s private mode of communication forever: “All at once she seemed
to hear Nacha’s voice dictating a recipe, a prehispanic recipe involving rose petals” (49).
Nacha divines to Tita the solution to the immediate problem, but the results are not what
Tita or any of the other family members expect.
The recipe that Tita receives from Nacha’s ghostly spirit calls for pheasant, a bird
unavailable to Tita, so she substitutes quail. The ensuing dinner is exquisite, and evervone
knows it immediately. The meal begins to have curious effects on those who partake of it.
Rosaura begins to feel sick, but something quite the opposite happens to Gertrudis. “On
her the food seemed to act as an aphrodisiac; she began to feel an intense heat pulsing
thtough her limbs. An itch in the center of her body kept her from sitting properly in her
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chair” (51). She envisions herself making love on horseback to one of Pancho Villa’s
rebel soldiers. Gertrudis’ ensuing physical reaction is beyond her control, but it soon
becomes apparent to Tita.
With that meal it seemed they had discovered a new system of
communication, in which Tita was the transmitter, Pedro the receiver, and
poor Gertrudis the medium, the conducting body through which the
singular sexual message was passed. (52)
Unknowingly, Tita creates a meal that would relay her sexual desires to Pedro without her
ever saying a word. For this initial connection to be established, however, Gertrudis
becomes a medium and corporeal manifestation of the love between Tita and Pedro-an
example of “magical realism.”
Gertrudis escapes the confines of the De la Garza family home that night in a
search to quench the overwhelming passion that had grown inside of her upon ingestion of
the quail in rose petal sauce. She emanates the scent of roses from every pore of her
body. The alluring scent wafts into Piedras Negras, beckoning Juan, a soldier she had
seen the week before. As Gertrudis tries to prepare a shower to help her cool off from the
intense body heat that she was creating in herself, the soldier rides to the De la Garza
ranch, called by an unidentifiable power stronger than he had felt before. When Gertrudis
is fl

: he shower, the water cannot cool her because it turns to steam as soon as it

touches her. Her own body heat sets the shower stall on fire, and at just that moment,
Juan rides to her rescue, swooping the naked Gertrudis onto his saddle without ever

c
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missing a beat. They ride away, making furious love on the galloping horse. In this
dramatic sequence of events, we see that Tita’s culinary creations vividly affect those that
are around iier most physically, but that the emotion that she feels surfaces and manifests
itself out :de of her own body because that emotion has been invested into the food that
she prepare

>r others.

Retumii: to the interesting passage from this chapter that I mentioned earlier, we
need to read closely for subtle implications.
All at once she seemed to hear Nacha’s voice dictating a recipe, a
prehispanic recipe involving rose petals. Tita had nearly forgotten it
because it called for pheasants, which they didn’t raise on the ranch. (49,
emphasis added)
There are some interesting word choices in this particular passage. First, the use of the
word “prehispanic” has an important meaning in understanding how Tita’s culinary talent
and memory function with the aid of Nacha. In this passage, Nacha is somehow
(magically?) transmitting a recipe to Tita in Tita’s moment of need and great emotion.
Tita, as the receiver of the culinary message, is receiving a recipe that has not, it appears,
been taught to her by Nacha or Mama Elena, for she has to have it dictated to her. It has
already been established that Tita’s talent for cooking allows her to perceive every nuance
of the activity; it seems unlikely that she would forget such an exotic recipe if Nacha had,
indeed, told Tita of it. Perhaps of more importance, however, is the notion that the recipe
is “prehispanic.” What is Esquivel trying to evoke by using this word?
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“Prehispanic," as it is used here, would indicate that the recipe pre-dates the
Hispanic cultural milieu, that the recipe transcends the cultural constructs as they have
been created in the Hispanic culture. The recipe pre-dates those elements. So where,
then, does it come from if it pre-dates the culture of these two women? How does Nacha
have access to the recipe? The recipe could be prehispanic in its origins, accessed by
someone Hispanic, and duly passed down, eventually reaching Nacha. But with Nacha
dead and living in the next world, it could be asserted that Nacha has access to recipes
that somehow supersede cultural and/or worldly constructs. Where, indeed, does this
recipe come from if it is prehispanic and transmitted to Tita? The food allows Tita to enact
a transfer of emotion, and then that emotion is enacted outwardly by others so that she
does net have to face the ramifications of her own emotional needs in her highlycircumscribed world, ruled by Mama Elena. The operation of the prehispanic recipe when
infused with Tita’s passion provides a mode of expression heretofore unknown and
unrecognized by Tita. Perhaps because the recipe defies a linear historical explanation, the
recipe transcends societal constructs when worked by an artist, allowing the passion of the
artist to fully affect the recipients of her work. It is on this night that Tita begins to write
her own cookbook (59), for that night she first realizes how her food affected her world
and the people in it.
The other interesting word that controls the explanation of Tita’s receipt of the
recipe is the word “forgotten.”

“Tita had nearly forgotten it because it called for

p h e a s a n t . (49). In combination with the mystery surrounding the prehispanic aspect of
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the recipe, it is plainly noted that Tha forgol the recipe, implying that she knew it to begin
with. If this is true, and the recipe had been known and then forgotten by Tita, it seems
incredible, knowing her culinary tutelage and memory, that this exotic recipe would have
slipped her mind. Is, then, the implication, that Tita also has some “channel” or
connection to a supernatural culinary memory as Nacha has/had? What is Esquivel trying
to get her readers to understand? Or is this yet another aspect of magical realism as it
pertains to women’s knowledge?
This “women’s knowledge” is not an in-bom characteristic of being a woman,
however. Such knowledge, as Esquivel formulates it, comes from intimate and protracted
contact with those realms that have traditionally been labeled as “feminine,” one of which
is the kitchen. This interaction between knowledge, practice, and thought is defined by
Sara Ruddick as “maternal thought,” a flow between the way in which a woman thinks
arising from what she is obliged, socially, to do. Maternal thought as an entire rubric
covers how a woman thinks because of the societal and familial contructions laid upon her
(R.uddick 347), and it is not dependent upon mothering, but, rather, arises from social
practice. Maternal thought and practice have their being in the need to preserve,
reproduce, direct, and understand the dynamics of the group at hand. Tita preserves (bywriting the recipes); she reproduces (the food of her heritage and family tradition); she
directs (by assuming control over dietary needs for all members of the family and stopping,
eventually, the cruel family tradition); and she understands how to communicate her own
needs and desires (through her food). In this sense, Tita practices maternal thought
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because of her place in the kitchen under the tutelage of Nacha and because of her forced
care for her mother and her voluntary care for her nephew and niece. Her place in the
kitchen relies necessarily on her culinary talent and her job as nurturcr/food producer for
her entire family.
Tita is the only one of the three female siblings who has any desire or talent for
culinary production. At the onset of the narrative, readers understand that Tita has a
penchant for the kitchen, but that her sisters do not: “Her sisters were just the opposite
[front Tita]: to them, Tita’s world seemed full of unknown dangers, and they were
terrified of it. They felt that playing in the kitchen was foolish and dangerous” (7-8). Tita,
who worked and learned in the kitchen, also played there, an activity that her sisters could
not comprehend. And although all of the sisters and cooks are required to lend a hand in
large projects such as sausage making, Rosaura and Gertrudis are inept and only
participate out of necessity. In the third chapter, describing the quail with rose petal
sauce, a small anecdote is given about Rosaura’s inability to create a meal even in her
adaithood: “Rosaura wanted nothing to do with any kind of culinary activity, so she was
ignorant of...gastronomical secrets” (50). Nevertheless, Rosaura attempts one meal to
impress Pedro, and it fails miserably: “The rice was obviously scorched, the meat dried
out, the dessert burnt” (50). While Rosaura is the only sister who has children, she lacks
the construct of maternal thought and therefore is unable, at any level, to perform acts or
have thoughts that preserve, reproduce, direct, or understand the dynamics of the group.
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Rosaurn is modeled on the “perfect" wife (aside from her lack of cooking abilities)
as that role was constructed for Mexican women, but the facade of the perfect wife is
challenged here by the inner workings of the household. While the community knows and
speculates about the appropriateness of Pedro continuing to live in the house with Tita, it
is understood by the community that Rosaura is the wife by all societal standards.
Esquivel slowly deconstructs Rosaura’s position in the marriage. Rosaura is unable to
breastfeed her own child, Roberto; Tita feeds that child, and when Roberto is separated
from Tita, he dies. Rosaura is also unable to cook for Pedro, a working metaphor for her
inability to inspire love and/or passion in her own husband. Tita fills the role of
“provider” for Pedro in both of those instances: food and passion.
Gertrudis also tries her hand at cooking, but only once in the novel do we see an
extended account of her inability in the kitchen. After riding off with Juan, Gertrudis
eventually becomes an officer in Pancho Villa’s army, and one day she returns for the
breaking of the Three Kings bread and stays on into October, the month/chapter in which
cream fritters are the topic at hand. Gertrudis takes over the production of the fritters that
she craves so much because Tita and Pedro leave the kitchen for a private conversation.
Tita, knowing Gertrudis’ ineptness in the kitchen, hands her a recipe written on a creased
piece of paper. “Gertrudis needed the recipe; without it she’d be lost! Carefully, she
began to read it and try to follow it” (191). Even with the recipe at her disposal, Gertrudis
cannot decipher the recipe, and she “read this recipe as if she were reading hieroglyphics”
(192). The singular words were all familiar, but they appear in strange combinations to
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form phrases and conditions that arc indecipherable to her: “She didn’t know how much
sugar was meant by five pounds, or what a pint of water was, much less what, this ball
business was" (192). Eventually, with the aid of her officer, Trevino, and a huge
cookbook from the pantry, Gertrudis is able to decipher word by word the instructions for
her beloved fritters, but not without much fretting, yelling, and consternation. Through
this narration of Gertrudis’ attempt and eventual success at cooking, Esquivel makes her
point that the world of the cook and the recipes that a cook writes are in and of
themselves encoded entities that one must be initiated into, followed by protracted
practice and experience.

Even though the process for making the fritters is written down

for Gertrudis’ use, the words are of no use to her without interpretation and explanation.
Interestingly, in the cream-fritter chapter, there is an insight provided by Esquivel
that lets the reader “in” on the tone of Tita’s cookbook that arose from her experience in
Chapter Three (quail in rose petal sauce). The recipes are not to assist Tita in
remembering the measurements and/or instructions, although at times they may have
served that purpose. Looking at the tone and detailed explanations of the recipe for cream
fritters, we can see that Tita’s intent for the cookbook she wrote is to preserve
information for other people; she does assume, however, that those who read the recipes
will have some knowledge of basic kitchen procedures. In part, the cream fritter recipe
reads, “Skim it again, and when it has reached the stage of cooking called the ball stage,
strain it through a sieve or a piece of linen stretched over a frame... tilt the pot containing
the syrup, let stand, and decant, or in other words, pour off as carefully as possible to

separate the syrup from the sediment” (192. 196). If, indeed, the recipes in the cookbook
are meant to prompt Tita alone, there would be no reason for the gangly phrase “the stage
of cooking called the ball stage.” A recipe for a practiced cook could simply read
something like “Skim it again, and when it has reached ball stage, strain it...” We also
have the sentence which explains in some detail the process for decanting. Again, if the
recipes in Tita’s cookbook are for her eyes only, there would be no need for the more
lengthy explanation of decanting. No, this cookbook of Tita’s is meant to be for someone
else’s eyes. She may have felt a sense of urgency to record her knowledge because she
“was the last link in a chain of cooks who had been passing culinary secrets from
generation to generation since ancient times, and she was considered the finest exponent
of the marvelous art of cooking” (48). Tita’s familial position prevents her from assuming
that she would have children of her own to whom she could pass on the culinary
knowledge, and thus the cookbook has its genesis. Only by careful a! tendon to
Esquivel’s hints scattered throughout the chapters are we able to patch together a picture
of the history and need for Tita’s cookbook.
Those recipes work as the catalyst for expression for Tita, but they are also used
by others to make contact with Tita when she most resists reaching out to anybody. In
“Chapter Five: May, Northern-style Chorizo,” Tita has her first noticeable battle with the
strict Mama Elena. Elena has sent Rosaura and Pedro to live in Texas in order to separate
Ti'a and Pedro from each other. Rosaura and Pedro’s first-born, a son, Roberto, has
been nursed and tended by Tita for all his infant life. In Texas, Roberto dies because
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nothing he ate agreed with him after he left the care >f Tita. Because Tita wet-nursed
Roberto like her own (her milk springing from her because of a passionate look from
Pedro), Tita’s reaction to the death is overwhelming grief. In her rage and sorrow, Tita
accuses Mama Elena of killing Roberto, which promptly provokes a severe beating of Tita
from Mama Elena. Tita retreats to the dovecote, where she is finally lured out by Dr.
Brown who takes her to his own home so that she can heal.
Tita chooses in her time of healing not to speak, and Dr. Brown does not force her
to. She retreats into a world of silence where she follows only orders from herself but
cannot remember how to cook even an egg (124). Instead of working at the bidding of
Mama Elena, for the first time in her life she is able to do nothing. She quietly watches the
experiments of Dr. Brown, but also notices an old woman who works in a back room,
creating dishes that even entice the talented Tita. The woman looks much like Nacha, is
around eighty years old, and is “plainly Indian” (110). Tita “stayed with that woman for a
little while. The woman didn’t speak either, but it wasn't necessary. From the first, they
had established a communication that went far beyond words” (110). The woman is the
ghost of Dr. Brown’s grandmother, a Kikapu; Tita can feel her essence in the curative
experiments that Dr. Brown carries out himself. Dr. Brown’s mother, through her
phantom cooking, enables Tita to connect with the healing that Dr. Brown so wills for
Tita.
Dr. Brown, through his own recipe for matches, tells Tita the legend that
accompanies them. “My grandmother had a very interesting theory; she said that each of
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us is born with a box of matches inside us but we can’t strike them all by ourselves” (116).
He goes on to explain that another person and the love that that person carries acts as the
oxygen for our internal phosphorus, serving as the agent that ignites the combustion that
allows us to live. The theory of Dr. Brown’s grandmother becomes a working metaphor
for the emotions that Tita feels daily—that her mother has dampened her matches and that
Pedro is the “oxygen” that she needs.
At Dr. John Brown’s home, Tita is fed daily by his maid. Katy, a woman who
cannot cook very well. In “Chapter Seven: July, Ox-Tail Soup,” Chencha brings Tita
back to life, connecting Tita to her creative self, enabling Tita to surface from her despair.
“Soups can cure any illness, whether physical or mental-at least, that was Chencha’s firm
belief, and Tita’s too, although she hadn’t given sufficient credit to it for quite some time.
But now it would have to be accepted as the truth” (123,,. Chencha had escaped the ranch
and the all-knowing eyes of Mama Elena long enough to bring an offering of friendship to
Dr. Brown’s home-ox-tail soup. With the soup in hand, John enters Tita’s room. Tita
curious as to where the marvelous smell was emanating from. Behind John is Chencha,
covered in tears of joy at being reunited with her close friend. But Chencha is not alone;
she carries with her the spirit of Nacha, as if Nacha were still a physical presence in Tita’s
life:
How good it was to have a long talk with Nacha. Just like old times, when
Nacha was still alive and they had so often made ox-tail soup together.
Chencha and Tita laughed reliving these moments, and they cried
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remembering the steps of the recipe. At last Tita had been able to
remember a recipe, once she had remembered the first step, chopping the
onion. (124)
Through the familiar recipe, Chencha recalls Tita to the sensory world, helping Tita to re
awaken her need to create through the kitchen. The onion, the first ingredient, makes a
person cry: crying is release and acknowledgment of pain. Chencha, aiong with the spirit
of Nacha, knows that if anything would help Tita to cure herself, it would have to be the
sharing and partaking of a food from her past.
Within this carefully crafted novel, Esquivel has provided the reader with many
images of cooking as an art form and as a type of communication-a way to express
emotions through culinary creations. Esquivel lets women re-enter the kitchen through
her novel and see that room as “a space of creative power rather than merely confinement”
(Jaffe 219). And while we might want to see the kitchen as a primarily positive space as
Jaffe does, Esquivel is careful to also make readers aware of the drudgery of kitchen life,
revealing that no matter the love for an art form, that form also can cruelly demand much
from the artist. Tita\s daily labor is particularly apparent in contrast to the moments of
loving creation. For the Chabela wedding cake to serve 180 guests, 170 eggs had to be
hand beaten into the batter one at a time (26). For Roberto’s baptism dinner in April,
Turkey Mole with Almond and Sesame Seeds is served. The preparation starts a full 15
days in advance with careful feeding of the turkeys to be butchered for the meal (65). In
December, where we witness Chiles in Walnut Sauce being prepared for Esperanza’s

164

wedding, She shelling of the walnuts is so time-consuming that all members of the house
assist Tita and Chencha for days before the meal preparation, coming away from the
kitchen work-table with walnut-stained fingers (229). Throughout the book we repeatedly
see Tita on her knees before the grinding stone, working the chiles and nuts into a usable
form. Again and again, we are reminded that kitchen work and cooking is an all-day.
veryday responsibility that has little or no room for hands that are slow or lazy or
inattentive.
Through these acts, however, a feminist message is being given; the kitchen can
be a space of articulation for women. Cecilia Lawless, in her essay entitled “Experimental
Cooking in Coma agua para chocolate,” asserts the following:
The kitchen can powerfully embody that space [the site of articulation],
when, as with the home, there exists a “revolution”-a continuous
movement around an axis--and a woman with “la sarten por el mango,”
ready to start cooking. The signs, woman and kitchen, are re-motivating
themselves. (270)
As I have pointed out in Chapter One, using the kitchen as an area of creative expression
and having that expression recognized is a movement toward rediscovering the pleasures
that come with food production. The novel Like Waterfo r Chocolate is a literary
assertion that not only incorporates but validates the arenas of knowledge and experience
that women can write from. If, because of hundreds of years of culturally-constructed
standards, women have spent much of their time tending to the home and cooking for the

family, then it stands to reason that one kind of narrative form that women have a vested
interest in is the passing on of recipes along with the familial history embedded in those
recipes.
This kind of narrative act is many layered in its form. The very format of this
novel and its narration reinforce this notion. Every chapter in the book, besides being
numbered and given the name of the month, begins with the name of the dish (or, in one
case, a chemical concoction, matches) central to the chapter, followed by a list of the
ingredients on the next page. On the third page of every chapter, the narration begins with
a detailed explanation of the first steps in creating the dish. Within a few paragraphs of
that familiar recipe-narrative form, however, the telling of the story begins to interrupt the
steps of the recipe. This narrative fonn is brought to light in Janice Jaffe’s essay,
“Hispanic American Women Writers’ Novel Recipes and Laura Esquivel’s Como Agita
para Chocolate (Like Water for Chocolate).” Jaffe notes that “because Tita is besieged
with interruptions, like the women writers Virginia Woolf describes in A Room o f One's
Own, each recipe’s narration is inevitably suspended to incorporate the incidents which
intrude upon her cooking” (220). With this technique, Esquivel again mirrors the
nineteenth-century form of the women’s magazine by postponing the action and the final
steps of the recipe in order to keep the reader reading, anticipating the development of
both the characters’ lives and the recipe. Jaffe calls this a “symbiotic” relationship,
moving between the progression of the characters’ situations and of the recipes
themselves.
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This narrative technique also strengthens, I believe, the impression that this story
could also be an oral story transmitted during the making of the dishes. Jaffe points out
that Tita’s apprenticeship to Nacha was certainly one transmitted orally (223), but I
propose here that the very stylistics of the novel itself reflect the actual
storytelling/cooking action repeated in many kitchens in many communities of women.
Jaffe makes the point that “Tito records the recipes, together with their accompanying
story, because the situation of the recipe...is inseparable in Tita’s mind from the
instructions for preparing the dish itself’ (223). The assertion that Tita has recorded the
story as well as the recipe itself within the cookbook is unsupported in the novel;
Lawless’s article notes that “It can also be argued that the great-niece actually partakes in
the writing of Tita’s story since it remains ambiguous if the found manuscript only
contained the recipes. In such a case, the growth of a woman’s community through
writing is even more emphasized” (271), Jaffe’s point is still a strong one in that the telling
of the tale or the cooking of the dish is interrupted by the other as the narrator presents
Tita’s story. As I have shown in the first chapter of this dissertation, the kitchen has
often been the site of learning family traditions and techniques for cooking the food that
sustains tradition. As we cook, and if we have an audience, it is possible that the history'
of the dishes, if they are important to us, will be passed on with the step-by-step process
for preparation and cooking. At times, Like Water for Chocolate sounds more spoken
than written, a reflection of the tendency to pass on pertinent stories with the community’s
food.

As the recipe progresses, so does the story, hut the story gets interrupted when it
is time for the next step of preparation. Tita’s cookbook could be merely a template
upon which her grand-niece is able to improvise and remember the stories of her family.
In her article “Receta y femineidad en Como agua para chocolate” (“The Recipe and
Femininity in Like Waterfo r Chocolate”), Carmen Ramos Escandon also notes the
interplay between the text of the recipes and the narrative moves of the novel.
Like a recipe book, in which each recipe is a closed universe, there are
specific relations and canonized narratives. Also the chapters of the novel
are structured in a relationship between recipe and narration, in which the
recipe advances the theme of the narration. (45)
The interplay between the prose of the novel and the recipes’ instructions is as much a part
of the telling of Tita’s story as the events themselves; such interplay and intertextuality
between the layers of Tita’s recipe book, her grand-niece retelling Tita’s story, the recipes
themselves, and the movement of the plot confirm and highlight those realms and encoded
story strategies that are specific to some women’s storytelling methodologies. I must
point out that while we have no indication that Tita’s cookbook has anything more than
copies of her recipes in its covers, her grand-niece nevertheless weaves the tale of a
woman’s struggle for self-expression as she interprets it from the homemade ink on the
pages of the cookbook. Ramos Escandon does not. however, address another movement
of interplay that exists in the novel: oral tradition as part of the cooking community.
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The layering of the narrative forms works on another level as well, drawing the
reader into the story as a recipient of a seemingly oral tale (a layer of storytelling in action
that Ramos Escandon and Jaffe do not note). In the opening paragraph of the novel,
embedded inside the instructions on chopping an onion, the narrator (whose identity at this
point is unknown) addresses the reader directly.
.

Take care to chop the onion fine. To keep from crying when you chop it
(which is so annoying), I suggest you place a little bit on your head. The
trouble with crying over an onion is that once the chopping gets you
started and the tears begin to well up, then next thing you know you just
can’t stop. I don’t know whether that’s ever happened to you but I have to
confess it’s happened to me, many times. (Esquivel 5)

This direct referral to the culinary experience of the reader/listener of the story demands a
level oV'complicidad" or “complicity” from the reader from the outset (Ramos Escandon
47). Complicity, which simply allows the reader a point of familiarity with the narrator, is
complicated. Esquivel’s construction of a narrator who directly addresses the reader as if
she is in the kitchen with the narrator is an attempt to manufacture the illusion of an oral
storytelling. The reader is invited into the circle to learn how to cook the recipes but also
to learn the oral tales that are associated with those recipes by being present for the telling.
By addressing the reader and that reader’s culinary knowledge and incorporating the
knowledge into the milieu of the storytelling, Esquivel provides yet another layer of

reading/receiving of ihe storyline, a layer that mimics the oral tradition of one woman’s
family history in the kitchen.
Because of the textual layout of the novel with recipes heading the chapters, some
critics have passed it over, dubbing it infantile or simplistic.22 The complexity of the book
becomes apparent once one knows how to re I the multiple layers and their functions in
popular women’s magazines, cookbooks, so

ized romances, romance novels, and the

resistance demonstrated in the libros semanaU s, all while associating those narrative
forms with the novel itself as the novel infuse

ncorporates, and resists those forms

simultaneously. As DE Valdes notes, “what ha

cen completely overlooked by the male-

dominated literary culture of Mexico is that these novels [the serialized versions] were
highly coded in an authentic women’s language of inference and reference to the
commonplaces of the kitchen and the home which were completely unknown by any man”
(78).
By using multiple literatures and narrating techniques that are probably more
familiar to women than to men in order to manip late the expectations of readers looking
for “A Novel in Monthly Installments with Recipe

Romances, and Home Remedies” (to

cite the subtitle of the novel), Esquivel provides lie. readership with a unique story that
both celebrates the joys and resists the oppression of the daily preparation of food. With
the recipes’ details in the cookbook that Tita handwrites, we understand that Tita has in
” Ibsen's essay specifically quotes Antonio Marquct, w h o
the words “simplista" and “infatil” and
adds that the novel is “plagada de convcneionalismos han.i:
I le saw only themes of “matricide and
sadistic annihilation of maternal figures." Ibsen also points to review by George McMurray that states
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mind the passing down of her recipes. The night that she begins the cookbook, Tita has
not a recipient in mind, but the recipes arc being prepared by her, late at night, to move
through the generations. This is Tita’s gesture toward the future cooks in her family, even
as she understands at that moment that she will never have children of her own because of
the family tradition of the youngest daughter never marrying. To Tita, recipes are
communication and love. She uses them to connect to other people, both within and
outside of h^r im

family, as well as family that had not yet been bom. At the

conclusion of the booK, we finally learn the identity of the narrator. Tita’s grand-niece is
telling Tita’s story through the cookbook. This grand-niece is the daughter of Tita’s
niece, Esperanza, who is the daughter of Rosaura and Pedro. The grand-niece explains
that Tita “will go on living as long as there is someone who cooks her recipes,” a
testament of the living nature of the cookbook.

that the "episodes of'magic realism never would have been written without the precedent of Cien aiiox
de soledait' (133), an insult, in the least, to Esquivel.

“ T h e s e C e r e m o n i e s o f S u s t e n a n c e , o f N u r t u r i n g ” : M a r i l y n n e R o b i n s o n ’s

Housekeeping

They begin to ask why I do not eat anything myself. It would
put meat on your bones, they say. Once they begin to look at me like that,
it is best that l leave. When did I become so unlike other people?
-uom Robinson’s Housekeeping

This study explores the creative or artistic constructs used by women working
from the kitchen. Eventually, however, I realized that I could widen my scope to address
a different relationship between women and food-one where food was not art, not a
creative expression, or not an integral part of a woman’s day. Fictional characters in
Marilynne Robinson’s Housekeeping had a complex but altogether unusual attitude
towards food, different from any of the other women (fictional or real) that 1 had
encountered.
In Housekeeping, readers encounter three generations of women in the same
family, all of whom have distinct relationships with food and its presentation. These mealrelated attitudes function as mirrors to these women’s perceptions about housekeeping as
a task. As the narrator, an adult Ruth (of the third generation) provides insight into each
woman’s idiosyncrasies through intimate details of their daily lives.
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Ruth recounts the stories of the caretakers for her and her sister, Lucille, after they
were abandoned by their mother, Helen, who committed suicide. They went to their
grandmother, Sylvia Foster, and when she died, to her sisters, Lily and Nona. Eventually
they were turned over to the girls’ aunt, Sylvie Fisher.
Sylvia Foster had been a perfectly orderly housekeeper. Edmund Foster, her
husband, died prematurely in a train accident, leaving Sylvia to tend to her three
daughters, Sylvie, Helen, and Molly. Sylvia’s life was inextricably bound to the house and
its kitchen, predictably producing the goods that sustained an orderly family life. “She had
always known a thousand ways to circle them all around with what must have seemed like
grace.. .She knew a thousand songs. Her bread was tender and her jelly was tan, and on
rainy days she made cookies and applesauce” (11-12). Sylvia’s cycle of chores depended
on the time of day and the time of year: “Their lives spun off the tilting world like a thread
off a spindle, breakfast time, suppertime, lilac time, apple time” (13). These four women,
a mother and three daughters, had stability resulting from a sense of familiarity in place
and intimate knowledge of their housemates. “Sylvie took her coffee with two lumps of
sugar, Helen liked her toast dark, and Molly took hers without butter. These things were
knowm...Sylvie peeled the vegetables, Helen washed the dishes. These things were
settled” (15).
Once the girls were young adults they left home, and Sylvia's house was empty.
Molly joined a missionary society, Helen married and settled in Seattle, and Sylvie also
married. Seven and a half years later, however, her house is once again full of little girls
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when Helen’s daughters, Ruth and Lucille, arrive on her doorstep. After driving the girls
from Seattle, Helen leaves her two small children on the porch of her childhood home with
only a box of graham crackers, then disappears. The grandmother, Sylvia, comes home,
finds the girls, and soon learns that their mother had driven the borrowed car off a cliff
into Fingerbone's deep, icy lake.
For the next five years, Sylvia ca"es for her grandchildren as she had cared for her
children, with predictability and efficiency. After her death, her two sisters try to care for
Ruth and Lucille, bvt Lily and Nona are not accustomed to being around children. As
aging spinsters, they dislike any interruption or upset in their lives, and moving to
Fingerbone, Idaho, from Spokane was difficult enough for them. The notion that the girls
“perpetually threatened to cough or outgrow [their] shoes” upset their need for “habit and
familiarity” (32). They “were not in the habit of cooking” (32).
These two nervous great-aunts finally attempt to track down the girls’ aunt Sylvie
so that she can take on the duties of raising the children. They write a brief letter, asking
her to come, and send it to the last address that they had for Sylvie. Months later in the
finai throes of winter, Sylvie arrives at the house unannounced, wearing insufficientlywarm loafers, a coat much too big, and a green dress. The great-aunts fuss over her,
asking her to warm herself by the stove and offering poached eggs and stewed prunes.
They have every intention of making Sylvie feel at home again in the hopes that she will
stay so they could return lo Spokane. Sylvie’s return to her childhood home takes her
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straight into the kitchen, the locus of her own mother’s many daily activities. She eats
quietly the food that Lily and Nona set in front of her and goes to bed.
The next morning the girls rise extra early for it was their custom to “prowl the
dawn of any significant day” (49). They stumble into the kitchen, pull on the light, and arc
startled to find Sylvie sitting there in the dark with her coat on. She remarks to the girls
that it was nicer with the light off, and they jump to turn it off. For the first time, Sylvie
has an extended chat with the girls, all the while sharing her oyster crackers out of a small
cellophane bag. Sylvie says
Have you ever been on a train?...They have heavy white tablecloths in the
dining car, and little silver vases bolted to the window frame, and you get
your own little silver pot of hot syrup. I like to travel by train. ..Especially
in the passenger cars. (50)
With the small remark, “Especially in the passenger cars,” the reader begins to understand
the lifestyle that Sylvie has embraced, although the allusion does not seem to be
understood by the girls. Sylvie is a transient, a hobo of sorts. We never know what
happened to her husband, but as the story progresses, the movement of the novel centers
on Sylvie’s hobo lifestyle, now subdued by caretaking responsibilities for the girls and the
house; we see the slow transmission of those vagabond mannerisms into their everyday
lives.
When Lily and Nona leave, housekeeping begins for these three. Slowly, the
house undergoes a transformation at the hands of Sylvie. Sylvie knows, from growing up

under Sylvia’s care, how housekeeping was supposed to appear. It seems, however, that
she does not quite know how to enact those daily chores effectively or efficiently. At times
Sylvie attempts to confonn to the duties thrust upon her, but the tasks elude her, and the
outdoors begin to creep inside the once-orderly house. Even though Sylvie is now residing
in the very house where Sylvia had made daily suppers and preserves with methodical
preciseness, Sylvie does not feel obliged to duplicate her mother’s housekeeping. She
roams the house with her hair tied up, broom in hand, but it seems that the outdoors and
the indoors are merging despite Sylvie’s attempts at housekeeping. In the rooms, there
are ragged leaves in the comers, mice nest in the kitchen’s woodpile, birds roost in the
rafters; the house became “attuned” to the orchard in the back yard. Sylvie opens
windows and cupboards for the sake of air, but does not close them. The house becomes,
in essence, an extension of the outdoors. This, we come to realize, is Sylvie’s way of
transforming the house into a structure that fits her hobo way of life. If a static and stable
house, with its starched curtains and flower vases and set dinner times, is too stifling, then
the way to dismantle that stability is to invite the outdoors and the unpredictability of the
weather inside. Sylvie, literally, begins to deconstruct the house; the social tenets of
“keeping” house have shifted with her presence. It is not open rebellion, for that would
imply that the enactor of the rebellion was consciously and with determination trying to
undermine the established order
Part of keeping house, in the American sense of the phrase, is to provide meals for
the house’s members. Sylvie’s relationship to food is also that of a transient or a rail-rider,
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and she brings her eating habits to the kitchen as she has to the rest of their home life.
The dinners she “prepares” for the girls are the meals of .-.i ,.;vc r>.c w'

travels or has no

home in which to cook.
The table would be set with watermelon pickles and canned meats, apples
and jelly doughnuts and shoestring potatoes, a block of pre-sliced cheese, a
bottle of milk, a bottle of catsup, and raisin bread in a stack. Sylvie liked
cold food, sardines aswim in oil, little fruit pies in paper envelopes. She ate
with her fingers and talked to us softly about people she had known, her
friends, while we swung our legs and ate buttered bread. (87)
Self-contained food, cold foodstuffs, or edibles that required little or no preparation are
what Sylvie offers as sustenance to her charges. A meal is simply food, a necessity, and
Sylvie does not ascribe to the same ceremonial importance to her role as the provider of
food as her mother had. Instead, she supplements the table with her own dining practices.
Sylvie comes home from her daily excursion to the lake with fish in her pockets, frying
them with the heads on and eating them with catsup, or she serves vegetable soup and
cottage cheese (136). She merely feeds the girls the food that she had become
accustomed to in her chosen transient lifestyle during v.hich she had survived on portable,
single-serving foods that kept well.
Under Sylvie’s “care,” the house slowly deteriorates. Now and again, Sylvie
attempts to replicate the ceremonies of an ordinary home by cleaning or making a simple
meal. On one such night, Lucille, who is increasingly embarrassed and disturbed by the
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state of their habitation, confronts Sylvie. Sylvie has prepared a dinner of eggs and bacon
and has even set the table in the kitchen. Lucille, bothered by an itch on her arms and
knees, pulls the chain on the light above the table so as to see better, for Sylvie prefers
eating in the dark.
Lucille had startled us all, flooding the room so suddenly with light,
exposing heaps of pots and dishes, the two cupboard doors which had
come unhinged and were propped against the boxes of china.. .Most
dispiriting, perhaps, was the curtain on Lucille’s side of the tab.e, which
had been half consumed by fire once when a birthday cake had been set too
close to it. Sylvie had beaten out the flames with a back issue of Good
Housekeeping, but she had never replaced the curtain. (101)
This sudden awareness of the disarray of the house, heightened by the realization that
instead of using china they ate from plates from detergent boxes and glasses that came
with jelly in them, sets in motion Lucille’s eventual leaving of the house and this little
family unit. Under Sylvie’s system of housekeeping, all semblance of “ordinary” living
had slid out the door and into the wilderness. Despite all the trappings of living in a
house, they move closer to the habits of transients.
Lucille does not come to be comfortable with Sylvie’s lifestyle, and after some
months of her gradual withdrawal from the “routines” of Sylvie’s housekeeping and
caretaking, Lucille does leave the family home to live with her Home Economics teacher
where she can live a life that resembles those of other townsfolk. The small town of
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Fingerbone, already aware that Sylvie’s housekeeping and child caring arc unusual, pays
attention to Lucille’s llight into a steadier home life. In effect. Ruth loses her sister
entirely to the lure of domesticity. On the other hand, Ruth gains Sylvie’s undivided
attention, allowing Sylvie and Ruth to bond completely and Ruth to take on the lifestyle
that Sylvie has attempted to live all along, that of a vagabond.
Ruth’s “initiation” into Sylvie’s private world begins when Sylvie reveals her
conviction that children reside in the deserted homesteads in the dark, cold mountain
valleys that surround the lake of Fingerbone. She tells Ruth of seeing smoke rising out of
the woods: “There might be a cabin there with ten children in it” (148). When Ruth asks
if Sylvie has seen any of these children, she replies, “I think I have... Sometimes if I think I
see smoke I go walking toward it, and now and then I’m sure there are children around
me. I can practically hear them...That’s one reason I keep crackers in my pockets” (148).
Tnis enigmatic admission from Sylvie reveals her fascination with other houses
deep in valleys that had, truly, sunk back into the ground. While Sylvie nonchalantly tends
to the real children that she is charged with, she spends her days rowing across the lake in
search of imaginary children that she believes are abandoned in the forest. She even brings
food for these children of the forest, leaving bits of marshmallow impaled on tree twigs for
them. Sylvie takes Ruth to one of these homesteads across the lake, leaving early one
morning. Around lunchtime they arrive at the entrance to the little valley and walk to the
fallen homestead.
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We walked up [the valley] along the deep, pebbly bed left by the run-off
and the rain, and there we came upon the place Sylvie had told me about,
stunted orchard and lilacs and stone doorstep and fallen house, all white
with a brine of frost. Sylvie smiled at me. “Pretty, isn’t it?”
“It’s pretty, but I don’t know how anyone could have wanted to
live here.”
“It’s really pretty in the sunlight. You’ll see in a little while.”
“Well, let’s not wait here, though. It’s too cold.”
Sylvie glanced at me, a little surprised. “But you’ll want to watch
for the children.” (150-51)
Ruth persuades Sylvie to wait for the sun on the shore where it is warmer and asks Sylvie
for some lunch. She replies, “You’re probably right. It would be good if they saw you
eating” (151). Sylvie is convinced of the reality of children surviving in this frigid forest,
children that are wild and untamed. She reveals to Ruth that she tries to lure them out but
has never had any success, even with the marshmallows (1 '18). She fails to tempt the
imaginary children out of the fores t with her inadequate food, much as she fails to bond
with Lucille.
Sylvie leaves Ruth a‘. the fallen homestead later for an extended time, and Ruth,
overcome by the solitude of the t . .t. I v s herself in thoughts about loneliness, almost
believing that she can .-.uise P ; children at iter back. Ruth, entranced by her reveries in
the wilderness and contemplating ‘he ephemeral nature of imaginary children, comes to
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realize that it is better to have nothing than to have possessions that crash down upon her.
Sylvie already lives by this tenet, but she seeks a child who will accompany her in her
travels. Sylvie comes to the abandoned homestead to try to see the children, but she never
secs them; however, this time Ruth comes out of the forest and eats the food that Sylvie
has brought. Ruth is the child of nature and freedom that Sylvie seeks. Ruth, who had
spent the day at the sunken homestead, imagining the life of those who had once lived
there and who might still live there, has become the child who wants nothing and who is
not afraid to be anonymous to the world, to be without material possessions. Upon
Sylvie’s return to Ruth, Ruth is cold, so Sylvie gives her her large overcoat. We begin to
understand that Sylvie is bringing Ruth into her world, a world not driven by acquiring the
trappings of home life but by experiencing life beyond the constraints of community
acceptability. Without ever saying as much, Sylvie makes Ruth realize that housekeeping
and its endless daily tasks are merely a facade of stability: it is better to have nothing.
Their return to town takes all night, and citizens of the small town of Fingerbone
witness them riding the train back into town and then walking home with a tired sense of
purpose. As dogs nip at their heels, Ruth (still wearing Sylvie’s coat) models her personal
carriage after Sylvie’s, walking without noticing others, looking six inches above people’s
heads so as not to be drawn into their gaze. After that night, the townspeople become
more alarmed at Sylvie's apparent lack of caic of Ruth, and start to take action. The
sheriif comes to their house, threatening quietly to put Ruth in fester care. Church women
bring coffee cakes and casseroles (gesture and symbols of a stable home life), as well as
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knitted items for them (179-80). Their charity, spurred by the conviction that this
household must be molded to fit the expectations of the community, rests on the
assumption that if they bring the vestiges of an orderly house to the Fisher home, then
some progress could be made in bringing these two into the community fold. Sylvie denies
them their charitable pleasures. When these women stop by for a visit (ostensibly out of
neighborliness but surely with the intention to kindly impose the community's norms upon
them) and enter the parlor, they sec piles of newspapers, magazines, and tin cans; Ruth
imagines that they speculated Sylvie’s idea of a parlor’s purpose was to store trash, and
Ruth believes these women pity them. But this idea was ridiculous to Ruth and Sylvie,
who have a different perception about housekeeping:
Who would think of dusting or sweeping the cobwebs down in a room
used for the storage of cans and newspapers-things utterly without value?
Sylvie only kept them, I think, because she considered accumulation to be
the essence of housekeeping, and because she considered the hoarding of
worthless things to be proof of a particularly scrupulous thrift. (180)
After such a visit from the church women, Sylvie realizes that in order to stay together,
she and Ruth would at least have to put up the appearance of a “normal” home life. Sylvie
begins to get the house in order, removing the accumulated trash from the parlor and the
kitchen. When Ruth comes home from school that next day, Sylvie has been methodically
cleaning and has put fake flowers on the table and was Dying chicken for dinner.
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Ruth, however, realizes that the attempt was loo little too late: “It seemed to me
that the fragility of cur household was by now so great that the breach was inevitable”
(188). Sylvie tries to salvage their appearance to the rest of the town by scrubbing and
cleaning and making meals. Ruth is surprised by the urgency shown by Sylvie and is
touched that Sylvie’s work is for the sake of keeping them together. But it is of no use.
The sheriff informs Sylvie that there will be a heating concerning Ruth’s welfare.
And although Sylvie tries to convince the outsiders that it is a terrible thing to break up a
family, that course of events now seems inevitable.
Ruth, the adult narrator, speculates about the thoughts that Sylvie must have had
at that point. “Sylvie did not want to lose me...She did not wish to remember me. She
much preferred my simple, ordinary presence...But if she lost me, I would become
extraordinary by my vanishing” (195). Ruth has come to understand that Sylvie could not
keep her if they were to stay in the house. The house itself and the activities that “keeping
house” entailed are of no interest to either one except as a vehicle for keeping them
together. When the house and the social constructs that encumber that static dwelling are
the very agents which pull people apart, then if those people mean to remain together, the
house must be destroyed. And this is what they do.
For a few days, they persevere in their facade of returning to normalcy. They
clean the kitchen, bum more papers and magazines; Sylvie speaks of getting church
clothes for Ruth, she replaces the burnt curtain in the kitchen, and she orders seeds for the
spring and a turkey for Thanksgiving, all gestures toward enacting acceptable and
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expected social traditions. “Those days she cast about constantly for ways to conform our
lives to the expectations of others, or to what she guessed their expectations might be, and
she was full of purpose, which sometimes seemed like hope” (201). But after another late
night visit from the sheriff when he finds Ruth not in bed but playing in the orchard, he
sternly tells Sylvie to be at the house the next day for a talk.
Acknowledging that the townspeople would actively separate them, Sylvie and
Ruth make a dramatic decision: they decide to burn down the house and leave town. If
the house is not a presence that could force social constraints and customs on them, then
they would be free to stay together. Ruth tells us, “For we had to leave. I could not stay,
and Sylvie would not stay without me. Now truly we were cast out to wander, and there
was an end to housekeeping” (209). They try to light the doilies on the furniture, but they
smolder with the dampness that has invaded the house from the orchard. Finaliy Sylvie is
able to start the house on fire with a burning broom to the curtains, and they run into the
night with only three bags of bread and their coats, trying to catch the train. They take
portable food and nothing else. They miss the train, however, so their journey together
begins by crossing the long, immense bridge that spans the lake of Fingerbone. Nobody
has ever done that before, and the townsfolk presume them drowned.
Ruth, telling this stoiy years later, recounts her and Sylvie’s transient lifestyle.
“We are drifters. And once you have set your foot in that path it is hard to imagine
another one” (213). Ruth works sporadically as a waitress or a clerk, but they never stay
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in one place long. The people that she works with share stories of their life, but Ruth
keeps her silence and her story to herself. They begin to study her:
[They] begin to suspect me, and it is as if I put a chill on the coffee by
serving it. What have 1 to do with these ceremonies o f sustenance, o f
nurturing? They begin to ask why l do not eat anything myself. It would
put meat on your bones, they say. Once they begin to look at me like that,
it is best that I leave. (214, emphasis added)
Ruth has completely taken on the lifestyle that Sylvie had also found so alluring and
difficult to give up. When she does work as a waitress, she enjoys the “fastidious
pleasure” that people manifest when alone, but she prefers the anonymity of being the
waitress who is unencumbered by the ceremonies of the table. Ruth has no ceremonies of
her own once she crosses the bridge with Sylvie, and she does not have any community or
social structures to adhere to because she is not static enough in her presence for any of
those entities to make demands of her.
In the end, Ruth imagines that Lucille is in Boston at a table in a restaurant
waiting. The wait itself is purposeless, however, because she and Sylvie will not walk
through the door and count their change for pie, and her mother and grandmother are also
not to arrive. The grandfather will not be there either, studying the menu. But Ruth
imagines that Lucille will slip a cellophane package of oyster crackers in her pocket for the
birds and be disappointed that she never sees her family.
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An examination of Sylvie's and Ruth’s plight makes the reader redefine what the
term “housekeeping” means. Sylvie and Ruth are not intentionally rebelling or rejecting
the manners of tending to a home that Sylvia had performed so perfunctorily. Rather,
Sylvie in her wanderings comes to embrace a non-traditional behavior for any person at
that time and in that place -that of a transient. It fits her personality and her desire for
anonymity. From the outside, their actions and nonconformity appear as rebellion, as I
touched on in Chapter One, but if we view the plot from Sylvie and Ruth’s positions, we
see something else.
These two simply prefer a mode of living that is not sanctioned within a
community. Being part of a community automatically assumes that the denizen will meet
and adhere to the codes of behavior already established in that community. Because
Sylvie comes to the house of her childhood, and because she is an adult who is now
responsible for children, an entire set of unstated expectations is set upon her. During her
stay in Fingerbore, Sylvie does not make any friends; Ruth is also a loner. Only Lucille
reaches out and makes friends, and those outsiders eventually lead her away from her own
family ties. Because Sylvie and Ruth are so insular, they are “protected” somewhat from
the influence of the community and its rules, that is, until the church women and the
sheriff force their way into their lives.
The physical and socially-contracted structure of the house imposes expectations
upon its occupants, and this is not realized fully by Sylvie. A house itself* with a family in
it demands that ceremony and patterns be established in order for it to survive. The house
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requires that daily and seasonal tasks be kept up; the community surrounding that house
expects the occupants to be responsible and reflective of its own values. When Ruth
begins to have the same mindset as Sylvie, the house becomes an obstacle to their
remaining together. In the end, “housekeeping” shifts from the idea of centering life on a
structure to the idea of centering life on family ties. The only living family members that
wanted to be associated with Sylvie and Ruth were Sylvie and Ruth: all other relatives had
abandoned them. They remain in the house in Fingerbone as long as they do in order to
stay together, and when the community that encircled that house threatens to intrude and
separate the humans inside that house, their only recourse is to destroy the house (because
objects left behind “are transformed into pure object, and are horrible, and must be
burned”) and leave Fingerbone altogether (206). In this case, preserving the house is in
direct opposition to preserving the family.
The ceremonies of sustenance, of nurturing, that Ruth speaks of not only reflect
perception of the meals that she serves but rarely eats but are metaphors for the way she
has chosen to live as an adult. When residing in a stable house, one has the time and the
continuity to develop elaborate patterns and ceremonies marking both significant events
and daily routine. Without a perdurable household, if is difficult to support elaborate
ceremonies of the table or home. A transient’s code of existence certainly has its own
patterns and codes, such as the carrying of small packages of oyster crackers for Sylvie,
but those are behaviors that support tuo transient’s uncertain existence from day to day.
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If we look at the foods set forth by the women of this book, we come to
understand the values that they hold in relation to the activity called ‘•housekeeping.”
Sylvia was dutiful in her making of bread, jam, applesauce, cookies, and all other meals.
Lily and Nona were inept at cooking, but stocked the cupboards well with tinned foods in
case of emergency. Sylvie preferred small cold food that could be eaten in the dark with
her fingers. Ruth ate what was fed to her, and then moved to serving others what they
wanted to eat, foregoing eating herself. Step by step, the women of these generations
have moved away from the ceremonies of the table. Perhaps Ruth’s denial of the role of
being nurturer to anyone is a denial of the act of “housekeeping” that threatened her
separation from Sylvie Perhaps the movement away from the table and other household
rites allows her and Sylvie to express and experience their own vision of family and
“home.” Nevertheless, we can cee by tracking how Robinson uses food in these women’s
lives that the deconstruction of the home allows for personal movement and growth for
Ruth.
Robinson’s Housekeeping is a complex melange of coded community expectations
enacted variously by women with distinct habits and personalities. Looking at food as a
mirror of societal norms helps the reader unravel these intimate and intricate patterns of
behavior that seem to manifest themselves distinctly within each generation in this novel.
When the reader observes the relationship that each of the major characters has with food
and its presentation, an in-road to understanding that family's members is created.
Despite their uesi attempts, Sylvie and Ruth are not able to duplicate the ceremonies that a
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home or house requires within a community. The comforts of anonymity in serving food
to strangers in obscure diners might be more alluring than predictable and methodical
presentations of food for a localized family.
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Conclusions
With these four close readings of novels that incorporate food as ° significant
feature, it becomes clearer that food and activities related to it are not simply the mailings
of daily life. Food, dining, and cooking become tools that the author can utilize to further
her point about the coded structures by which women live. While food practices affect all
members of a community or family, their presence are especially strong for women
(readers, writers, and characters) because of the gendered association with the kitchen.
Fiction calls for the willing suspension of disbelief and it also calls for imaginative
participation by a reader; however, these novels, by evoking the realness and the necessity
of the kitchen and the dining room in everyday life and ritual, force the reader to
rcconside’’ the act of eating and/or providing food for others as a symbolic act that
resonates with meaning. Necessarily, that meaning is transformed, changed, blurred,
twisted, and created anew with each circumstance presented in the text because that text
shows the intricac’es of the cooking and/or dining ritual pertinent to that novel’s milieu.
Food, cooking, and dining can be just a part of the setting or clement of the plot
used by authors to enhance verisimilitude, but as shown with the analysis of these four
novels, culinary elements can supply more than setting. By observing the relationships
between characters and the food they eat, supply, cook, and serve, the reader comes to
understand more deeply the inner thoughts of a character (think of Mrs. Ramsay or Titu de
la Garza); the reader may also come to realize that rituals that surround food are
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constructs that can be harshly rigid (as seen in The Age o f Innocence) or subverted to
meet other needs (as in Housekeeping).
Seeing Mrs. Ramsay’s dinner in Woolf s To the Lighthouse as an artistic act that
leads to personal revelation is a step in acknowledging that a dinner can be a physical and
intellectual move toward greater personal understanding. Unraveling the multiple
messages sent by old New Yorkers in Wharton’s The Age o f Innocence in their dining
practices is another chance to understand how women used their limited power in turn-ofthe-century wealthy America. Enjoying the oral and written sharing of the recipes in
Esquivel’s novel is one level of reading a book that subverts the social order by giving a
character great culinary power. And noticing the lack of ritual and conventional forms of
nurturance in Housekeeping challenges our assumptions about what holds some families
together. These novels are widely different in their format and storyline, but each depicts
an intricate relationship between a character or characters and the element of food.
Culinary practices used as agents of characterization, plot, and atmosphere provide
insight into characters, indeed. We also need to pay attention to why women writers use
culinary practices and traditions to enhance development within novels, short stories,
plays, poems, essays, and other works. If, as I propose in Chapter One, kitchen work and
ritual associated with food is mostly associated with the women of a culture, then it stands
to reason that women authors would use that gendered activity to provide insight into a
woman’s life, activities, thoughts, and creative power.
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Can we assume tu :t 'he food traditions, and recipes that appear within a book’s
covers represent the cu*:» ir- .'.n-i- /cnees of the author? I would suggest that such an
assumption is too broad; however, I do feel safe in assuming, to a degree, that an author
would not provide great detail about cooking, meal presentation, or other culinary
tradition without being fairly comfortable about representing such details. In the next
chapter. I consider another sub-genre, the cookbook/memoir, in which authoring texts,
knowing food practices, and representing those culinary traditions begin to merge in a
manner different than in these novels, but related in intent nonetheless.

CHAPTER THREE:

C O O K B O O K S A S R E F L E C T IV E A N D R E V E A L IN G T E X T S

In tro d u ctio n

As I mentioned in “Women, Food, and Cultural Identity.” some feminist and
literary scholars have been slow and/or reluctant to embrace culinary history as a viable
area for study. This has left an entire area of artifacts and manuscripts that have barely
begun to be noticed for their cultural contributions, especially when that culture reflects
the daily life of women. In this chapter, I offer approaches to seeing various kinds of
cookbooks as literary texts, as historical documents, and as autobiographical or
autocthnographic. statements.
I begin by presenting a quick overview of the development of the cookbook,
moving into the recent trend to write cookbooks rather than simply compile them. While
cookbooks are It "gely still considered reference material, some cookbook authors fill their
pages with precise yet beautiful writing.
Responding to the desire for something more than name-ingredients-procedurc
from recipes, a new form of the cookbook has arrived: I cal! it the cookbook/mcmoir.
These books contain recipes, but they also have family or community history, photos,
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prayers, family trees, and other parerga33 that helps to detail a more complete picture of
the foods and the people that produce them. To illustrate the variations of this form, I
offer readings of Alice B. Toklas' The Alice B. Toklas Cock Book, Norma Jean and
Carole Darden’s Spoonbread and Strawberry Wine, and Carrie Young’s Prairie Cooks.
As I explain in the preface of the project, I accidentally came across the Toklas work many
years ago; I have chosen to include her in this study because her work is widely admired
and presents an interesting set of intricacies of its own. I selected Spoonbread and
Strawberry Wine and Prairie Cooks for other specific reasons. While each is similar to
Toklas’ book, they should not be considered to be copies or variations on a set form
created by Toklas. I suspect that even if Toklas had never created her book, we would still
have Spoonbread and Prairie Cooks. The last few decades have made women aware of
how much of their own histories have remained unrecorded, and the impetus to begin
those projects has resulted in new forms of historical documents like these cookbooks.
To complete this chapter, I look at the possibilities in interpretation that arise when
we examine closely the contents of the compiled cookbook. Because these are collections
that come from members in specific communities (religious, philanthropic, or other), the
recipes and the other elements that surround those recipes can be “decoded” by the

This term comes from Derrida’s The Truth in Painting, and he defines “parergon" as follows: that of
the text which is “neither work (ergon) nor outside the work (hors d’oeuvre), neither inside nor outside,
neither above nor below, it disconcerts any opposition but docs not remain indeterminate and it gives rise
to the work" (9). The elements beyond the basic cookbook’s familiar tillc/fonnula/procedure fall uridet
what Derrida calls parergon or parerga.
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reader/cook, revealing a socio-historical document that reveals some of the values that
those groups hold.
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V a r ia n t F o r m s o f th e C o o k b o o k

From page to plate is a considerable leap.
-from Jeanne Schinto’s “The Art o f Eating Words ”

The cookbook genre does not have the problems of intentionality towards its
readership as fiction-with-recipes does: the cookbook is to be read and used to aid the
cook in preparation of all kinds of meals. Cookbooks address their readerships direct!;
giving instructions to audiences of varying ability in the kitchen. There are many kinds of
cookbooks: the ethnic cookbook, holiday cookbook., regional cookbooks, community
cookbooks, cookbooks inspired by authors/time periods/novcls, general cookbooks,
beginners’ cookbooks, vegetarian cookbooks, etc. In the following sections, I will present
first a brief history of the cookbook from the Euro-American standpoint, move to a
discussion about writing styles, then address the proliferation of cookbook/memoirs, and
finally take a look at the “compiled” cookbook and its purposes and uses in “reading” a
community.
According to Charles Cooper, author of The English Table in History and
Literature, the manuscript “entitled The Forme o f Cury (The Form of Cookery) is the
oldest standard work on the subject of cookery in our [English] language" (1). It is a
compilation of recipes that date circa 1390 CE from the “master cooks” of King Richard
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II. It was presented to Queen Elizabeth in 1586. It exists in volumen form and has a list
of contents. It was not “published.” of course, for the general populace, but existed as a
court curiosity and reference.
Cookbooks vary widely in how much detailed instruction is given to the receiver of
the book. It can be generally asserted that the earlier the cookbook, the more minimal its
instructions for preparation (usually recipes for foods, remedies, and cleaning solutions),
but that straightforwardness also assumes a wider knowledge base of the audience. As
cookbooks became more standardized, aiming for a wider audience, the instructions
became more and more detailed in an effort to make the dish accessible to anyone who
wants to try it. Standardization parallels democratization and the spread of literacy.
No matter how precise a cookbook, most cooks will emphasize that there is no
substitution for experience. But the language of the cookbook, despite the attention to
detail and explanation, is still a coded language. While making candies, if we have never
attempted the project before, we may be a bit stumped by any direction that states that a
“ball stage” is desired: if we deduce in principle what the ball stage means, it is quite
another to know the viscosity, temperature, and other qualities that a “ball” holds.
Likewise, when making Maple Cream Candy, we may be confused when we read this:
“Mix sugar, milk and syrup. Boil until it hairs” (Edmore 112). Until it hairs? Well, the
imagery is fine, but is it supposed to hair while in the pot? Hair when stretched upward
with a spoon? Should it be several strands? One? How thick? Should it hold, not break?
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Indeed, it becomes quite clear with older cookbooks that a good working knowledge of
the kitchen was necessary if one was to attempt to use a cookbook at all.
With the food science movement at the turn of the century, cookbooks published
I
on larger scales than the local/regional collections started to become more standardized. (
Instead of using a pinch, a handful, an egg, or a fist, cooks began to measure in spoon and
cup sizes (or, in other standardized measurements). This movement, well documented in
A

Laura Shapiro’s Perfection Salad, convinced many cooks that cooking was a science with
predictable outcomes and desired nutritional balances.*4 The clearly defined measurement
of ingredients, precise oven temperatures, and cooking lengths used by those adhering to
food science principles enabled even the most inexperienced cooks to attempt dishes, for
the outcomes were guaranteed safe and nutritious by the experts who wrote and compiled
the recipes. For the most part, cookbooks resembled more and more utilitarian-style
instructional manuals: they limited experimentation by not suggesting it, controlled
outcomes by predicting and measuring the process, and implied a kind of confidence to the
most inexperienced cooks.
Historically, cookbooks have been regarded by readers, writers, and cooks as tools
for the kitchen, setting forth plainly how to accomplish the task at hand. They exist to
communicate information and, perhaps, opinion, and they have not been regarded as24

24 Fresc gives Shapiro’s Perfection Salad a scathing review, remarking that “While Perfection Salad has
been well received by the general American reading public and the popular press, ii is potentially
controversial because Shapiro’s particular social feminist perspective argues for the active promotion of
social change. A serious problem in Shapiro’s work is her failure to consider the place o f the domesticscience movement in the broader social and cultural mileau [sic] of the time" (205). Frcse goes on to
assert that Shapiro misses the mark by not recognizing the “real power in the female private domain"
(208).
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literary creations at any level (Hunter 19). Because cooking formulas in early times were
passed on orally and through apprenticeships, recipes have an old history of being '‘highly
formulaic, rhythmic” and containing a “repetitive structure, often in verse” (Hunter 19).
The Forme o f Cuiy, mentioned earlier, employs these linguistic tools in its written form,
indicating an oral past. Other memory aids in early cookbooks are revealed when, in
written form, recipes still contain rhythm, alliteration, conceits, wit, and other stnictures
that commonly aid oral transmission (Hunter 22). Even in modem compiled cookbooks
we still see the occasional recipe in verse form, usually for foods that are traditional or
ethnic/''
English language cookery books resisted the European movement toward highly
specialized language, a different path than the other related areas of scientific and/or
medical texts. Contrasting to the Royal Society’s embrace of rational, analytical, logical
language that employed terms mirroring their “enclosed logic” (Hunter 20 -21), cookbooks
remained more in line with the language and current usage of the larger population, mainly
for pragmatic reasons (Hunter 21; Lehmann 1738). These early recipe collections,25

25 There are many culinary or gastronomic histories available that document European and/or American
traditions; see Belden’s The festive Tradition; Cooper’s The English Table in History and Literature,
Elkhort’s The Secret Life o f Food: A Feast o f Food and Drink History, Folklore, and Fact; Fumivall’s
(cd.) Early English Meals and Manners', Hazlitt’s Old Cookery Books and Ancient Cuisine: Jeannerct’s A
Feast o f Words; Jones’ American Food; Revel's Culture and Cuisine; Sass’s To the King s Taste. To the
Queen ‘s Taste, and Dinner with Tom Jones; Shapiro’s Perfection Salad; Smallzried’s The Everlasting
Pleasure; Tannahill's Food in History; Visser’s Much Depends on Dinner and The Rituals o f Dinner.
Yoder recommends Cummings’ The American and His Food as a “general scholarly historical and
nutritional study of the American diet" (348). Bibliographies of cookery books include Bitting's
Gastronomic Bibliography: Cook’s America‘s Charitable Cooks: A Bibliography o f Fund-Raising
Cookbooks Published in the United States (1861-1971); Feict’s Gastronomical ar.d Culinary Literature:
and Lowcnstcin's American Cookery Books 1742-1860). While this is not a complete listing of such
books, it will provide avenues for beginning exploration.
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deriving primarily from manuscripts of the ladies of the aristocracy (Lehmann 1737),
instructed and entertained with their use of wit, conceits, and other devices. In the
eighteenth century, cookery volumes “kept their accessibility partly through their
continued use of the older devices of homilie, ''erse and formula, but above all through
their constant attention to language” (Hunter 30). Drawing a connection between food
and language is common in the prefaces of seventeenth and eighteenth century cookery
books, for describing food was meant to whet the appetite.
In the nineteenth century and for most of the twentieth century, cookbooks have
taken on a decidedly scientific air. Probably attributable to the domestic science
movement (see Shapiro), the uniform tone and appearance of recipes was a decided
avoidance of the perceived useless literary/oral devices; recipes began to use a tone that
favored brevity, conciseness, and practicality. Any cook who has used a cookbook
printed in the last few decades must be familiar with admonitions for measuring precisely
{Betty Crocker's Picture Cookbook of 1950 entreats the cook to “Measure as exactly as a
druggist follows a doctor’s prescription!” on page 6), following exact temperatures and
times, using the right ingredients, and using the correct tools. Even M.F.K. Fisher, who
dedicated her life to writing sumptuous descriptions about food and meals, proclaimed
that recipes should be precise and follow a predictable pattern.
[There] are some things I demand to be told, in a recipe. Basically they are
two: the ingredients and the method.. .A recipe is supposed to be a
formula, a means prescribed for producing a desired result, whether that be
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an atomic weapon, a well-trained Pekinese, or an omelet. There can be no
frills about it...A good recipe, for modem convenience, should consist of
three parts: name, ingredients, method. (With Bold Knife 17-23).
This excerpt, from a chapter named “The Anatomy of a Recipe,” reflects well the
expectations that cooks have about their resource material. Fisher finds being an
“anatomizer” refreshing in its clarity of purpose (21) and implores those who write recipes
to labor hard to present cooking formulas as precisely as possible.26
More recently, recipes often include calculations for sodium, calories, vitamins, fat
(saturated and unsaturated), sugar, and other elements per serving. While some
cookbooks appear to be precise and clear in their formulaic renderings, the true nature or
history of the dishes is sometimes shrouded in mysterious names (Loubia, Bigos,
Fricadeller, and Feijoada, for example) ihat have no explanation nor context-just
instructions for preparation. No play is encouraged, no history is learned, no creativity
revealed. And while such recipes meet the criteria that Fisher holds so dear, there is a loss
of opportunity to learn and to teach while making dinner.
Perhaps in reaction to the more sterile cookbooks that have saturated the
bookstore shelves for the past few decades, some cookbook writers have begun to tap
into the audience that reads a cookbook for pleasure rather than simply obeying directives.

26 Fisher goes on to admonish those cooks who use ambiguity and harbor “little -ecrcis" when providing
recipes for others. She writes, “A cook who indulges in such covert and destructive vanity as to leave out
one ingredient of a recipe which someone has admired and asked to copy is no; honest, and therefore is
not a good cook. He is betraying his profession and his art. He may well be a thief or a drunkard, or even
a fool, away from his kitchens, but lie is not a good cook if he cheats himself to this puny sadistic trickery
of his admirers, and no deep-fat kettle is too hot to brown him" (20-21. emphasis in original). Clearly.
Fisher docs not believe in keeping professional “secrets" in the realm of cookery.
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There might be several reasons for this change: an embracing of diversity in cooking
methods and history (and through that embracing, we come to hear the voices of the
communities that produce the foods which are then reflected in the cookbook), or,
perhaps, because of cooking “stars” that became familiar to us via the media, we became
more accustomed to cooks infusing their creations with their own personal style (think of
Julia Child, Graham Kerr, and Jeff Smith). When such personality and H ent is applied to
the cookbook writing, the cookbook shifts from being solely instructional to also being
personable and pleasurable to read. Though such cookbooks are rare, now and again the
cookbook author is working more to write a cookbook rather than presenting an
instructional manual. When we encounter the uncommon book wherein the recipes and
surrounding prose are artistic in their own right, then the cookbook has changed its raison
d’etre. Jeanne Schinto, remarks about the pleasure of reading cookbooks that
Much depends on the cook, but much, too, on the cookbook. If only we
could eat the author’s words-sometimes they are more artful than the dish
they’ve inspired us to make. Sometimes a recipe is composed by a literary,
not culinary, artist. (489)
It is in the well-chosen word that some cookbooks are a joy to read as well as to use in the
kitchen. The foods themselves may be delicious, but when a talented cook provides a
well-written recipe or collection, the planes of enjoyment are two-fold: read this and
savor it, make this and enjoy it. John Thome, a “cookbook connoisseur,” expands this
point by emphasizing the need for well-written cookbooks if the author is going to inspire
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the readership. He remarks that Richard Olney’s Simple French Cooking “is one of a very
short list of books that makes us think cooking [sic] through the sheer artful force of its
example. Like a poem, it affects us with the impact of actual presence, shoving us
mercilessly toward revelation” (qtd. in Schinto, “The Art” 490).
To make her point about the literal beauty of some recipe collections, Schinto
offers a recipe from Elizabeth David’s Italian Food highlighting a recipe for bruschetta;
however, I provide here an example from my own cookbook collection. In Pino Luongo’s
A Tuscan in the Kitchen, he stresses simple recipes that allow for individual variation. For
Uova A1 Tartufo (Eggs with Truffles), the recipe simply reads, “Fry eggs in butter, sunny
side up. Thinly slice truffles on top. Season to taste with salt and pepper and serve” (48).
The picture of sunny-side eggs, the heavenly assumption that we have fresh truffles in the
kitchen, and the free hand with spices draws a lovely and inviting recipe, both on the level
of a culinary creation and the level of simple words revealing an enticing recipe. This
returns to the point I made earlier about the pleasure evoked from reading about food.
The explosion in popularity of beautiful cookbooks (those that look more like
coffee-table art books than actual cookbooks because of their rich pictures; glossy, thick
papers; and stiff bindings) has led authors and editors of those collections to pay attention
to the presentation of their work. Along with sumptuous pictures of perfect vegetables,
abundant meats, beautiful breads, and intricate sweets, an increasingly aware hand pens
the prose that so often surrounds the recipes. Schinto applauds Alice Waters, author of
several cookbooks and a restaurateur, for her talent in adequately explaining her recipes
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through writing as well as producing books of art (“The Art” 492-93). A believer in
beauty combined with usefulness, Waters asserts that the “transformation of printed words
from vagueness to clarity and comprehension is the most important step in the
development of your baking skills” (qtd. in Schinto, “The Art” 493). In the introduction
to Che: Panisse Vegetables, Waters gives writing talent credit where it is due: “special
thanks are due those cooks, past and present., who wrote recipes for this
volume... Wherever there are vivid original turns of phrase and revealing details in our
recipes they are in the voices of these hard-working and expressive cooks” (v).
A writer of a cookbook can become so much a part of the discourse, beyond
functioning as the supplier of instructions, that she or he can create “a persona who
approaches the first-person narrator of fiction or autobiography, a narrator with faults and
failures as well as charms” (Leonardi 342). In “Recipes for Reading,” Leonardi asserts
that this literary genre-crossing by the author of a cookbook is performed by Irma
Rombauer, co-author of the early editions of The Joy o f Cooking; those editions,
Leonardi asserts, were more complex, interactive, and creative than the later editions
edited by Marion Rombauer Becker (her daughter), who severly edited out the chattiness
of the original Joy.
Expression by the author/cook is of importance if the book is to be read, not just
used as a reference. As with all texts, the personality of the author and/or compiler is
woven into its making. In addition, some cookbooks are more than canvases upon which
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to turn a good phrase about vegetable preparation: those books can be vehicles for
personal documentation and recovery of the past.

205

T h e C o o k b o o k /M e m o ir : R isin g from A u to b io g r a p h y

Beginning roughly with The Alice B. Toklas Cook Book, there has been a slow but
steady trend by w'omen cookbook authors to use stories of families and friends and
personal experiences as a template for the cookbook. Utilizing such a framework is, on
the surface, a convenient method for organization that differs from the usual sections of
Vegetable Dishes, Meats, Seafood, Breads, and so on-a structure that denies that recipes
are used to create meals, not just isolated dishes. We must pay special attention, however,
whenever a personalized framework is used in presenting recipe collections, for often the
author has invested personally and deeply in that public text in the hope that it will provide
something to the reader beyond good meals and/or a nicely turned phrase.
When cookbooks reveal the personal lives and histories of the authors/compilers,
the text changes radically from the strict presentation and categorization of recipes that we
find in more “traditional” cookbooks. This new form, which I call the cookbook/memoir,
is a complex pastiche of recipes, personal anecdotes, family history, public history,
photographs, even family trees. For the reader, the pleasure in reading such a book lies in
discovering the well-written recipe that is accompanied by life histories. In a
cookbook/memoir, the division between functions (instruction or storytelling) blurs: the
reader may wonder in some cases whether the recipes are the primary texts and the other
devices incidental, or the reverse.
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As noted previously, The Alice B. Toklas Cook Book is probably the most famous
of the cookbook/memoir set, with its remembrances of Gertrude Stein and their famous
circle of friends in Paris at the Rue de Fleuris. Accompanied by line drawings, this book
gives the reader not only Toklas’ hearty and rich recipes, but it also recounts stories of
times spent with Stein.2
Other nationally published cookbook/memoirs include Norma Jean Darden and
Carole Darden’s Spoonbread and Strawberry’ Wine: Recipes and Reminiscences o f a
Family, Carrie Young’s Prairie Cooks: Glorified Rice, Three-Day Buns, and Other
Reminiscences (both addressed later in this section); Simone Beck’s Food and Friends:
Recipes and Memories from Simca's Cuisine; Mimi Sheraton’s From My Mother's
Kitchen: Recipes and Reminiscences', Laurie Colwin’s Home Cooking: A Writer in the
Kitchen and More Home Cooking: A Writer Returns to the Kitchen. There are others that
1 have undoubtedly overlooked, but these titles will give us a working start.
If women are, indeed, as I set forth earlier, the keepers of traditional or ritual foods
for a family or group, then it only makes sense that the cookbook/memoir would
eventually come about. I hypothesize that part of the reason for these kinds of books
being written/collected is a sense of urgency in documenting the fading familial and
societal traditions that once held groups together more strongly.28 I also suggest that
these recipes-with-memoirs are a natural extension of storytelling, with the recipes acting27

27 Toklas’ cookbook is discussed at length in the next section.
:,s The Dardens, who wrote Spoonbread and Strawberry Wine, make this assertion directly. Others, like
Carrie and Felicia Young, allude to the need to document family history, but do not state it forthrightly.
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as a kind of “cue card” to give the memoir a structure and a template to embellish. If
women are the keepers of family and group history, and if women are also largely
responsible for daily food production and presentation, then the cookbook/memoir
combines those entities that need recording within a genre that historically privileges
women’s voices and opinions.
Such books have purpose on several layers. While food critics or cookbook
collectors may see cookbook/memoirs as “quaint” or of regional interest, the intricacies
and multiplicity in purpose provide much more than a window into a certain person’s
lifetime and recipe files. In a sense, such a “cookbook” is somewhat akin to an
autobiography or autoethnography, providing to strangers an intimate account of the
si
details of a life within a community. If we apply the critical strategies for reading
autobiographies to reading the cookbook/memoir, a large collection of theoretical
assertions can be applied to help us “read” the cookbook/memoir.29 In her introduction to
American Women's Autobiography, Margo Culley asserts that American women's
autobiography has its roots in the Puritan practice of conversion narratives and that
autobiographies that appear to be entirely secular in nature also have their roots in the
Puritan tradition (10). She states that the
individual autobiographical act was ultimately an act of community
building.. .the positioning of the autobiographical act within a social

29 I define, for my purposes an autobiography as the attempt to tell one’s life story from beginning to end,
while the memoir is a fraction of the life history, chosen for representation by the author by criteria which
may or may not be articulated. Both arc autobiographical expressions with differing lengths, forms, and
purposes.
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context in the expectation that one will be judged but also in the hope that
one's life story will be useful to others and will strengthen the community>
[has its] roots in the earliest practice of autobiography in America. (10,
emphasis added)
While Culley was not speaking about the cookbook/memoir directly, we can sec how her
theory of purpose behind women’s autobiography also plays into forms of the
cookbook.30 One’s life story-combined with family and/or community storytelling as well
as the recipes that held/hold those communities together-falls neatly into Culley’s
assertation about the Puritan roots of American autobiography. She goes on to explore
the idea that “The autobiographical act continues to be socially positioned as women begin
to write explicitly for other women...writing for other women in the hopes that one’s
narrative might be useful to them" (11,13). When women’s autobiographical acts are
combined explicitly with elements that are “useful” (beyond identification of the self within
a patriarchal structure), the appeal of that work is enhanced. Writing autobiographically
allows women to assert their lives as texts, to privilege their own daily acts and
extraordinary contributions, and to shape those events for the reading public in a form that
d ) posits the author as the ultimate authority upon the subject at hand. In such works, the

•10 In discussing the parameters of autobiographical studies, Culley writes "While repeating the truism that
autobiography is the most democratic of genres, and making occasional gestures that autobiography
indeed might include precontact Indian cave drawings, photo albums, narrative quilts and cookbooks,
most critics have focused on a narrow group of highly ‘literary’ texts and/cr texts of writers known for
their public achievements” (5, emphasis added).
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reader assumes, upon receiving the material presented, that the particulars about a life, a
time, and/or a lifestyle are presented as faithfully as possible.'’1
Another term may be applicable here: autoethnography. An ethnography
traditionally is a protracted intimate study of a culture, usually performed by someone
outside of that culture. An autoethnography, a term used more in literary and feminist
studies than in the field of ethnology or anthropology, has been defined in several ways. I
use the term “autoethnography” to mean a document written by a community/family
member, presenting informaiton intended to educate an outside audience about private
personal and/or group activities and values. Franpoise Lionnet defines autoethnography as
the “defining of one’s subjective ethnicity as mediated through language, history, and
ethnographical analysis; in short, that the book amounts to a kind o f ‘figural anthropology’
of the self’ (383). In another essay, Mary Louise Pratt describes the form and function of
the autoethnographic text as follows:
[an autoethnography is] a text in which people undertake to describe
themselves in ways that engage with representations others have made of

11 Interesting questions begin to arise when we look at the cookbook/mcmoir functioning like an
autobiography. Philipe Lejeune, in Or, Autobiography, has an interesting assertion that when the
autobiography is signed by the author, the author has entered upon a kind of “contract” with the reader.
With the signature comes an assurance of "telling the truth," and assertion of veracity by the author that
events and particulars are as faithfully represented as possible. However, this contract with the reader
quickly falls apart when elements such as subjectivity, point of view, and “truth" itself arc examined
closely. Representation of the self is necessarily a selective process, and that process is no less edited
when writing autobiography than in any other self-revealing activity. Therefore, any autobiographical act
is necessarily suspect in its representation of the truth or reality. As with most texts, the cookbook (or
’
even the recipe card) has a space for authorial signature-a place for the author to proceed with the
“contract” of veracity. By signing the texts, be it a book, a cookbook, an autobiography, or a recipe cardthc author promises that this is the “truth." This might be especially important in the context of
cookbooks ancfrccipes for if the “truth" is not given, a meal will fail. For M.F.K. Fisher’s vieaum
Hcccipt in recipes, sec the footnote in the section "Variant Forms of the Cookbook."

them...they involve a selective collaboration with and appropriation of
idioms...merged or infiltrated to varying degrees with indigenous idioms to
create self-representations intended to intervene. (445)
The cookbook/memoir, then, in its autobiographical assertion combined with the task of
illuminating the practices of community and family, can appropriately be called an
autoethnography. It uses familiar form (the cookbook) to re-invent the perception of the
author and her family or community for those outside her immediate realm in order to
intervene or alter preconceived notions.
As such, the cookbook/memoir becomes a historical document, an autobiography,
a biography, an autoethnography, a cookery resource, or a combination of these elements.
Recalling the layers of narrative frameworks in incorporating recipes in fictional works, we
may have many of the same concerns with the cookbook/memoir. Is this a “real” recipe?
(Probably, because most are listed as simply “cookbooks” by the publishers, therefore
imposing on the text with characteristics of the genre-truth being accuracy and
preciseness in this case.) Is this how it really happened? Who is giving these recipes and
stories and to what end? Is this a book for reading or for using in the kitchen.. .or both?
Because details of each publication vary, different questions must be asked of each text.
My readings of the Dardens’ Spoonbread and Strawberry Wine and Young’s Prairie
Cooks herein address such questions.
Complementing the cookbook/memoir is the act of “interpreting” family
cookbooks, using those texts as stepping stones toward recapturing the personality,
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preferences, and history of an individual’s life. The last chapter of this dissertation
presents such a close reading of my own family’s recipe files, but I have come across
similar exercises that are of interest when the writer discovers a “text” and/or a historical
document based on recipes of an older female relative. Sharon L. Jansen, in her essay
‘“Family liked, 1956': My Mother’s Recipes,” explains that her mother never considered
herself a writer. Jansen, however, asserts that her mother’s “special genre” was the recipe,
wherein her mother found the medium for personal expression (65). Her mother used the
recipes as spaces for “exercises in narration, description, analysis, even argument” (65).
The recipes were often mailed to Jansen as parts of a longer letter; as such, each recipe’s
“text has become a part of a larger whole, an occasion for a comment at least, more often
for a story into which the recipe has been inserted.” She goes on to observe that the longer
story in the letter submerges the recipe’s text, or perhaps the recipe is the excuse to write
out the longer narrative that may have been the real information that her mother wished to
pass on.
Jansen also notes that her mother asserts herself against the restrictions of some
recipes, undercutting the directions with parenthetical remarks or asides. Instead of
substituting her own preferences for ingredients and procedures when copying the recipes
for her daughter, Jansen’s mother copies the original recipe faithfully and proceeds to
deconstruct its integrity. Jansen gives this example: “She writes ‘3 cups sifted flour’
followed by '(! don't sift)’; "A c almonds’ is countered by ‘(I use walnuts)”' (69). In
contrast, when recipes arc from another family member, Jansen’s mother does not alter
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them.

sen is curious about her mother’s “guerrilla attack on the recipe’s textual

author

and why such deconstruction of the recipe only occurs when the recipes are

not fro

relatives. She offers no absolute conclusions about her mother’s writing

practio

but she does include the recipe for Ginger Crinkles which had the comment

“famiK iked, 1956."
milarly, Mary Taylor Gray wrote a small piece, “Nana’s Cookbook,” recounting
the jo '

if thumbing through her grandmother’s cookbook, rescued from being thrown

away .

hey closed up the house to sell. Her grandmother’s cookbook, well annotated

and br ling with recipes on scraps of paper and clipped from magazines, is like "an
archae logical dig," into the lives of the women that preceded her. The cookbook is a
solid link to her childhood and to the women that peopled it: she writes “But when 1 take
out Nana’s cookbook, read the notes written in her hand and take her advice on what to
cook, she speaks to me again-not as grandmother to child, but as woman to woman, in
the language she knew best” (214). Such insight into the meanings established and infused
into a woman’s collection of recipes is a step in understanding her personality: it is also an
exercise in recognizing a text that displays an unconventional narrative and in interpreting
that writing as a recognizable autobiographical/biographicai form.
As a source for recovering women's history, the cookbook can be a productive
tool. As depositories for source material, cookbooks can offer insight into many areas:
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personal voice, documentation of events, food preferences and fads, and so on.”
Cookbooks can reflect the intimate elements of family life as it surrounds women.
Reminiscent of Virginia W oolfs idea that women “think back through our mothers,” 1
believe that writing about the food of our families and communities is an act of voicing the
realm of the feminine from its viewpoint from the kitchen window.
In Spoonbread and Strawberry Wine: Recipes and Reminiscences o f a Family by
Norma Jean Darden and Carole Darden, we see familiar generic elements as well as
unfamiliar components in this republished version of a family cookbook.33 The familiar
elements are the recipes and the detailing of food methods. Other elements of the book
arc not alien or unfamiliar in and of themselves, but when presented within the genre of
the cookbook, such elements transform the medium into something much more: we see
the history of one black family.
Using family photographs, biographical information, anecdotes, prayers, a family
tree, and chapter divisions made not only by food and remedy but also bv family members,
the Dardens skillfully present the reader/cook with far more than a collection of family
recipes. Indeed, the family recipes are the backbone of the project, but the elements that
set this particular project apart from others are apparent in the preface, introduction, and
the details within the chapters/sections themselves. We begin to understand that this book

33 Hdrandncr offers a study of the manuscript recipe book as a historical document in her article "The
Recipe Book as a Cultural and Socio-Historical Document: On the Value of Manuscript Recipe Books as
Sources.” The essay’s title promises much, but actually focuses on one manuscript recipe book of ISOS.
53 First issued in 1978, Spoonbread and Strawberry Wine was reissued in 1994 with an added preface.
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also functions as an autoethnography, revealing one family’s history to outsiders within a
framework (a cookbook) that is identifiable by the reader.
Careful attention to the textual details gives the reader/cook information about the
intent of the authors that this text be a learning project for the reader/cook as well as a
source of information about cooking certain dishes. Inside the front cover, there is the
usual progression of title page and publishing information. The dedication reads,
“Dedicated to ‘Bud’ and Mamie Jean” (v). The acknowledgments page gives credit to
those who helped in the thinking, creating, collecting, and publishing of the cookbook, as
well as noting the cousins who contributed recipes and the friends who tasted the results.
The alterations to “standard” cookbook form start with the contents: for each somewhat
familiar division for food, a name is attached.
Papa Darden 3
WINES

Dianah Scarborough Darden 18
CANNING AND PRESERVING

If one is accustomed at all to using cookbooks produced by church groups or other
organizations, the pattern of attaching tUe name to the contributor’s recipe is not
uncommon. What is noticeably different in this case is that each person has a complete
section to himself/herself. Before we even progress to the main text of the cookbook we
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understand to a certain degree that if we are looking for bread recipes, then we will get
Aunt Artelia’s version of those foods, that Uncle J.B.’s recipe files have contributed
recipes for meat and potatoes, and that Uncles C.L., Arthur, Russell, and Charlie had a
penchant for seafood. The only sections that do not have relatives’ names attached to the
titles in the contents are
New Year’s Day Dinner at Our House

259

DINNER MENU FOR 10.
PLUS COMPANY PIES
Funerals

271

CAKES, FRUIT PIES, AND ROLLS

On the Road

289

RECIPES FROM FRIENDS AND
NEIGHBORS (ix)
Arguably, the chapters from the Darden sisters’ New Year’s Day dinner and the recipes
from friends have individuals tied to those particular sections but not in the same manner
as the other chapters. Most interesting of all is the “Funerals” chapter, in which the
appropriate foods for that solemn occasion are given their own forum, which will be
discussed later in this section.
The next element of the cookbook is the “Preface to the New Edition,” added
when the 1994 edition of Spoonbread and Strawberry Wine was published, followed by

s£»A,
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the introduction that first accompanied the 1978 edition of the book. The order of the
preface as compared to the introduction is interesting when we consider the idea of
“revisioning” the written work. The Dardens, in the Preface, begin by examining their own
“rereading” of their previously published cookbook/memoir. When reissuing this
cookbook after so many years, they note that two major phenomena have taken place:
first, they found that their own rereading reintroduced them to their heritage; and second,
they became aware that even with this detailed family history at hand, they still had
unanswered questions about their heritage (x). They explain that such gaps in their history
will remain because since the first publication of the cookbook, all the family members
upon whom they relied for the stories that accompanied the recipes have passed away.
The Dardens, in their 1978 introduction, beckon their readers to do more than
peruse their cookbook for recipes; they call to their readers to pay special attention to the
cooks in their readers’ lives and the recipes that those relatives use as a way of connecting
the family.
A guest offhandedly remarked that we must have a lot of old-time recipes.
It seemed a strange statement at the time, for we had never viewed our
genealogy in precisely that way. However, someplace deep down in our
imagination a chord had been struck... A chat with our Aunt Maude, now
in her nineties, hastened our desire to jot down some of the family stories
and recipes before time had erased them, (xii-xiii)
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One simple remark started these sisters on a reclaiming journey, enhanced by the urgency
of “collecting" the stories and recipes of their elders.
Upon thinking about their burgeoning project, the Dardens remark that they began
to remember the women of their family and the manifestations of individuality that each
woman cook created when doing her daily work.
As children, we had always been intrigued by the women in our family as
they moved about in their kitchens, often preparing meals for large
numbers of people. Each one worked in a distinct rhythm, and from the
essence o f who they were came unique culinary expressions, (xii'i, emphasis
added)
Simply put, the Dardens observed as children and understood as adults that their female
relatives expressed themselves artistically and personally not only by the daily kitchen
handiwork but by the very rhythms that such work brought forth in the laborer. They go
on to note that these cooks rarely tasted their creations-in-the-making; rather, they were
“guided, we guessed, by its aroma and appearance, and perhaps by some magical instincts
unknown to us” (xiii). Once again, as in the fictionalized account of a female cook, Tita,
in Esquivel’s Like Water for Chocolate, the assertion is made that some cooks have a
natural talent, honed by years of work in the kitchen.
The majority of the rest of the introduction tells of the methodology of collecting
the familial recipes (from relatives, cousins, friends, and acquaintances), testing and honing
of their own newly-acquired culinary talents, and organizing the book. The concluding
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paragraph, however, reinforces the notion that recipes, cooking, sharing of meals, and
associated activities are central elements to their idea of family continuity.
.. .this book is the reflection of our pilgrimage “home,” which revealed to
us not only good food but the origins, early struggles, and life-styles of our
family. Our mother used to tell us that good food inspires good thoughts,
good talk, and an atmosphere of happiness and sharing, (xiv-xv)
There is no mistaking the similarity to Virginia Woolf s notion of satisfying food
promoting a peace of mind and “good” thinking; it seems so obvious to most that it does
not bear repeating or even articulating. 1 believe, however, that such thinking takes for
granted the enormous amounts of labor that women invest in food in order to enhance or
create atmosphere that is conducive to sharing, community, and continuity. This is what
became clear to the Dardens during their project, and this is what they hope to impart to
their readers.
In the preface that was added to the 1994 edition, the Dardens present a message
that has more urgency to it. Since the first printing of Spoonbread and Strawberry Wine,
all but three of the relatives present in the 1978 edition had passed away. The Dardens
remark that they were glad that they had completed the project when they did for two
reasons: the cookbook served as a reminder of the details of their family history that they
would have otherwise forgotten, and access to family members, especially the elders, is
tempered by time.
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The lessons we learned from this are everyone’s lessons: Oral history is
fragile and should be made concrete by all methods available (tapes,
photos, videos), with a sense of urgency. One never know.; what life will
bring or when there will be no one left to answer the questions that provide
such valuable windows into ourselves, (x)
Here we can see that the message presented in the 1978 version varies greatly from the
1994 message: the Dardens implore their readers to become active agents in recording
family history by any means possible. They do not necessarily promote recipe files and
family cookbooks as the only means to this end, for they remark that “Everyone has some
form of a Spoonbread and Strawberry Wine that deserves documentation and
organization” (x). They assert that the need for documenting family oral history is a
strong one when seen in the light of sharing their own familial losses upon reissuing this
cookbook. They were fortunate enough to find a conceptual framework that aided them
in organizing their family tree beyond bare branches; with the recipes in mind they were
able to collect stories, prompt other stories, have referentiality between members and their
respective talents, and create an order for their findings. They do not advocate that all
families find the same kinds of history in the same manner, via the recipe files, but for each
family to find its own framework and begin the task of documenting the lives and everyday
talents of the members.
The Dardens intend Spoonbread and Strawberry Wine to be more than a
cookbook; it is a family history for them, and a potential starting point for readers to begin
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thinking about documenting their own family history.34 They also take the opportunity
here to highlight the losses for some families when they try to find and record their
histories.
Particularly for African Americans who despair at the loss of so much of
our history through the “peculiar institution” of slavery, the task of
restoring that history is an imperative in which v/e all should participate.
(x i)

They note that, much to their sadness, they could not trace their own history beyond their
grandparents because of slavery’s influence, emphasizing how that social reality resulted in
the severe “destruction of family ties” (xiv). With such a call to the reader for action, the
Dardens move their cookbook into a discussion of history. We learn from the preface
that their family history is within the covers of the book, but we also come to understand
that this cookbook is also a template and a reminder that we should document our own
oral tales in order to cement and/or create a sense of kinship.
The pages that follow the preface and the introduction are two trees representing
the family lines: the Dardens and the Sampsons. Their reasoning for providing the family
trees is that the members represented in the cookbook are so numerous that the Darden
sisters felt the need to clarify relations. And although not outwardly stated, these family

34 The Dardens also stress that not all people have a “family" in the traditional sense of the word. They
write “When there is no family, create one...When the history is negative, sec it as a positive-worth
documenting as testimony to inner strength and instincts toward survival" (xi). I point this out here to
assure the reader that the Dardens are aware of various family forms and challenges.
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trees reinforce the notion that this cookbook is much more than a mere collection of
eclectic family recipes.
The next element is named “Papa Darden’s Grace,” which is given no explanation,
no context, and no story. It simply speaks for itself, although it would be of value to the
reader, who does not know if the prayer was said daily or at special occasions. It reads as
follows:
Heavenly Father,
From the abundance of Your streams, fields, and earth
You have seen fit to bless our table,
And we are grateful.
We pray for your guidance in all things.

and

i
Let us never forget
To give thanks for the way You have
Blessed the hands of the cook.
Amen.
The first half of the prayer is a standard blessing whose differing forms are seen and
repeated again and again in Christian households across the United States. The second
half of the prayer, however, pays special attention to the task of the cook, thanking that
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person for the effort in the kitchen as well as acknowledging that culinary talent is not only
learned from circumstance and responsibility, but that the power to create from the
kitchen for daily need is part of the divine inspiration that guides our tasks. The prayer
identifies and lauds the hands of the cook and the spirit that inspires them.
On the third page, the “meat” of the cookbook has its beginnings. The first
relative the reader encounters is Papa Darden, the oldest family member that they were
able to trace. He is presented as somewhat of a legend who, at the age of 14, “walked
into Wilson, North Carolina,” with nothing more than his clothes and his skills of
blacksmithing and basic carpentry. In the comer of this page is a black and white photo of
Papa Darden that bears no inscription. The Dardens speculate that he learned his skills
while still a slave, for he “would have been about nine when the Emancipation
Proclamation was signed” (5). The authors have to speculate on this point because their
grandfather never spoke about his years as a slave. He lived by example, working
diligently to build a business for himself. Papa Darden eventually opened a small store
where he sold the products of his hobby, winemaking. Although he never partook of his
wines himself, which he sold at 10 cents a water glass, the chapter centers on the methods
and recipes for winemaking as well as the Dardens were able to reconstruct them based on
their father’s memories and their own experimentation.
The cookbook then moves progressively through each family member represented,
with each chapter beginning with a photo, biographical information, anecdotes, and then
the recipes that the relative was especially famous for. The Dardens have traveled the
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country, tracking down aunts, uncles, cousins, and friends of the family so that they could
compile their family history. Along the way, they learned lessons about the fragile nature
of oral storytelling and that asking relatives to tell stories about their past and having
those stories revealed to unknown readers isn’t necessarily easy. For example, Norma
Jean and Carole Darden visited Cincinnati to interview their mother’s brother, Clyde
Sampson. He was reticent about revealing his history and recipes, but a few days after
their visit they received a letter in which he detailed some of his life which was full of hard
agricultural labor, menial jobs, and hunting and trapping for sustenance. This chapter
focuses on his eclectic recipes for wild game, including Fricasseed Rabbit or Squirrel,
Roast Opossum with Yams, and Pheasant with Pecan Stuffing. In the letter he provided
the Dardens, he mentions that his mother never let the children leave the house without
food, most often bran bread; that recipe, Jcannie’s Bran Bread, is part of the collection,
for Clyde’s daughter, Jeannie, “has learned to bake this much-loved bread from her
father’s school-pail days” (198).
While the men of the family are as prominent in this cookbook as the women are
and are represented by approximately as many main dishes and treats as the women are, I
want to focus for a moment on the descriptions provided about some of the women. As
the reader peruses the short biographies of the Darden/Sampson lineage, we come to
understand the incredible strength that the women of this family had. Nonna Jean and
Carole Darden make it very clear that the women of the family carried as much of the
burden of daily life (if not more, sometimes) in both hard and good times. To look closely
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at the language that the Dardens use to describe their relatives is to read a study in
appreciation, honor, and awe.
The Dardens’ grandmother on their mother’s side was a woman of strength and
faith. Grandmother Corine Johnson Sampson was an active member of two churches and
a schoolteacher who was a “home missionary,” that is, a member who traveled to
neighboring towns to recruit members. She met and married William Sampson, who was
a bit older than she. “She said that she would rather be ‘an old man’s darling than a young
man’s slave’” ( 180). We might have an inkling of her character from that small quote, but
the Dardens elaborate on Corine Johnson Sampson’s position concerning women even
further. They note that Corine Sampson “felt strongly that a woman’s role should not be
limited to the home,” and that she “advised her only daughter [the Dardens’ mother, Jean]
to be self-sufficient, not to marry early, and to find a man who would encourage her to
pursue her own individual interests” (180-81).
The last person in the cookbook to have a chapter dedicated to her is Mamie Jean
Sampson Darden, the mother (thus the “Mamie” name) of Nonna Jean and Carole
Darden. As the daughter of Corine Johnson Sampson, Jean Darden carried on the
teachings of self-sufficiency and taught them to her daughters.
We feel blessed to have had her as our mother...She instilled in us a spirit
of independence and taught us to stand firm in whatever we thought was
right, and to pursue our own dreams until they became realities, without
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losing sight of the fact that how the struggle is waged is as important as
the victory. (213)
The recipes that they culled from their mother’s recipe fde reflect Jean’s penchant for
trying to please her daughters, who, surprisingly enough, were finicky eaters when young.
There are no fewer than 17 recipes for sweet treats, ranging from Rose Petal Jelly to
Ginger Ale Salad to Easy Grape Sherbet. Following the section on treats is a small variety
of soups, then a segment called “Mother’s Basics,” including Mamie Jean’s Chicken
Fricassee, Stuffed Red Snapper, Fried Green Tomatoes, Strawberry Pie (Carole’s
favorite), and others. The Dardens pay their mother tribute by revealing her adeptness in
the kitchen, but they also honor her by their words and actions, describing her as a “rare
combination of femininity and strength” (213).
Upon close reading, it becomes apparent that this cookbook was meant to do far
more than sing the praises and show the hardships of one black family in the South. In the
biographies of the individuals, the Dardens instill history by giving examples and
explanations of customs and rituals. By this act, the Dardens reveal that their cookbook
was meant to reach a wider audience than those cooks/readers of the southern United
States. Upon presenting the New Year’s Day traditions as the Dardens still celebrate
them, the authors include a small lesson in black southern folklore.
Black folklore has it that Hoppin’ John brings good luck and greens bring
monetary blessings in the coming year, so we always serve this traditionally
Southern meal with all the essential trimmings. (259)
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This explanation would be unnecessary to anyone familiar with black southern folkways,
but the explanation here serves a twofold purpose. First, it elaborates on why the Dardens
include the dishes in their celebration, but it also explains in plain terms the significance of
the dishes’ inclusion at that particular feast for those readers/cooks that might be unaware
of the tradition.
In the “Funerals” chapter, the Dardens explain that as “granddaughters, nieces, and
cousins of morticians, we have attended our share of funerals and wakes” (271). They go
on to tell that it is at these rituals of grieving that “the best Southern cooking is to be had.”
This, in and of itself, is not an uncommon phenomenon, for often people observe that
family and neighbors “outdo” themselves in providing the grieving family with foodstuffs;
however, the Dardens take this opportunity to transmit a history lesson.
The custom of caring for the bereaved in this manner goes back to ancient
Africa, where the family of the deceased was given not only food but items
of value, including clothing and household items by the entire community' in
an effort to offset the loss in a practical manner. This was particularly
important if the deceased was the head of a household and the continuation
of family stability was a concern. In the antebellum South, churches,
fraternal orders, and burial societies took over a similar function, and to a
significant extent this continues today. (271)
The Dardens do not give any scholarly reference to this assertion nor does it seem that
they have to. The phenomenon of a feast associated with caring for the bereaved could
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simply be considered a human inslinct. The Dardens put it well: “It is a simple act of
thoughtfulness to the living, but it takes the form of a feast” (272). They have, however,
provided a contextual framework for the continuing tradition of the funeral feast within
their own culture.
By producing this cookbook, Norma Jean and Carole Darden have pursued their
dreams of preserving their family heritage, noting the victories as well as the struggles of a
family that has seen hardship, back-breaking labor, slavery, untimely death, racism, but
also faith, success, distinction, leadership, education, and growth. Through this
cookbook, the Dardens assert that the “struggle waged is as important as the victory,”
documenting the stories and talents of their ancestors and recounting for those outside
their Southern heritage the functions of some food items. As a cookbook/memoir it is
significant because it traces the culinary arts of the female and the male relatives alike. It
is also complex in its presentation, using multiple narrative frameworks to move it beyond
a cookbook into a historical document, an autoethnographical account of one family’s
history.
Another cookbook/memoir, Prairie Cooks: Glorified Rice, Three Day Buns, and
Other Reminiscences, written by Carrie Young with Felicia Young, is a regional
cookbook focusing on the homesteading life in the Dakotas. First, as with Spoonbread
and Strawberry Wine, 1 will look at the structural elements of this book and then move to
my obsei vations about the women’s culture portrayed therein.
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Prairie Cooks documents one family’s history in North Dakota, focusing on the
culinary talents of the women. The title page holds the only drawing in the book, a picture
of a woman standing outside her screen door looking into the starry night. In the
foreground, we see a table full of her work: a pie with woven crust, a loaf of bread, a
coffee grinder, and other kitchen implements. In the kitchen is the cookstove, topped by
more implements and another loaf of bread. At the top of the page, liny coffee cups form
a line above the title, and more coffee cups form a line beneath the authors’ names lower
on the page. The dedication is “For the Berg Girls,” with five names listed (Carrie
Young’s siblings), followed by “And for Norman, tne brother who put up with them.”
This dedication, then, subtly bespeaks the effort by the Young women to honor the
women in their lives and their brother; it tells already of a community of women
acknowledging the importance and work of other women.
The table of contents lists each chapter by number and by name, but in between the
number and title of each chapter is yet another small coffee cup. Only two chapters have a
name of a person: “Gigi” for chapter 11 and “Fran’s Famous Frozen Peas” for chapter 13.
This cookbook’s organizational pattern differs significantly from the Dardens' work, in
which chapters were mainly organized by person. Young chose a rough chronological
order for her cookbook/memoir, for one of her working constructs is to present the
development of a region and a family’s adapting to those differing environments.
The preface begins the text of the book, where Young gives a general background
to her family’s history and her impetus for writing the book. She tells of growing up on a
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farmstead in North Dakota in the years before, during, and after the Dust Bowl, and how
her mother’s food mitigated those harsh years with its goodness (ix). She goes on to
explain that her mother came to the United States in 1879 and had an “ongoing
involvement with the preparation of food for most of her life” (ix). She was brought up
on Norwegian food, worked for families outside her own as a cook, and later
homesteaded in North Dakota, marrying another homesteader. But most importantly,
Carrie Young’s mother, Carrine, passed down the traditional dishes of Norway, blended
with the “American” style of cooking. The daughter of Carrine, Carrie, and her
granddaughter, Felicia, compiled the cookbook/memoir.
Each chapter begins with the chapter number, the title, and another row of coffee
cups atop the beginning lines of text. Each page number is also accompanied by another
small coffee cup. The coffee cups, in themselves, may seem at first to be nothing more
than a unifying graphic that could conjure images of warm coffee on cold Dakota
mornings. And, I’m sure, to anyone outside the influence of the Scandinavian stronghold
in the Dakotas and Minnesota, this graphic would be nothing more. But to anyone
accustomed to the daily dining habits of North Dakotans and Minnesotans, especially the
older generations, the plethora of coffee cups brings a chuckle. Coffee is a staple in the
northern prairie, as it is a staple in many regions; however the sheer amounts of coffee
consumed at a given meal are amazing. The coffee is weak but it is plentifi.il. Coffee is
served with every meal, and in some eateries coffee carafes are as numerous as water
carafes. This is the only place where I have seen coffee served with Chinese food.

230
So, for all of those familiar with the large Lutheran dinners, collections of the Sons of
Norway, or any other gathering of significance, the numerous coffee cups in the text of
Prairie Cooks is amusing to readers if they understand why the coffee cup motif is so
pervasive. Young alludes to the importance of coffee in several places in the text but does
not ever say anything more direct than “Despair was never so great that it couldn’t be
pushed back by coffee and fattigman fresh from the lard kettle at four o’clock in the
afternoon” (ix).
Also in the pages of Prairie Cooks are four photographs from Young’s personal
collection: one is of her mother and her aunt when they were young, the next is a photo of
a threshing crew in front of the cookhouse with Young’s mother barely visible in the
window of the cookhouse, and the third is a family photo of Young’s five siblings, and the
last is of a 1940-era Christmas gathering with a cousin’s family. Aside from the photo that
includes the threshing crew, these photos serve simply to help us put faces with the names
in the book. The picture with the threshing crew gives the reader a small glimpse at the
outside of the tin, portable cookhouse where Young’s mother, Carrine, spent many a hot,
long day cooking constantly for the crews of prairie workers.
Each chapter details an aspect of homesteading or family life in a different manner,
sometimes giving local history, other times communicating a relative’s characteristics.
The first chapter addresses two enigmatic Scandinavian dishes that are still important to
the ethnic history of the area: lutefisk and lefse. Young explains that the Scandinavians of
the area, patriotic as they may be, still cling tenaciously to the Old World customs, which
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include foodstuffs. Lutefisk and lefse are traditional winter-time foods in North Dakota
still, and their importance as an ethnic food cannot be underestimated.
Listening to Norwegian-Americans in Williams County talk about food,
one can easily get the impression that lulefisk and lefse are the be-all and
end-all; it just doesn’t get any better than this. (3)
Lefse is agreeable enough, often described as something like a potato pancake, though a
bit thinner like a burrito shell, and versatile in its uses. Lutefisk, however, is not as
pleasant to the uninitiated.
An old Norwegian dictionary of mine defines lutefisk as “codfish steeped in
a lye of potash.” The sound of these words may be an indication of its
palatability. (3)
Young goes on to note that with the influx of Scandinavians into North Dakota,
Minnesota, and Wisconsin, lutefisk was in such high demand that meat packers began to
sell it retail during winter months (lutefisk is not summertime food), and companies still
today sell over a million tons annually. Regionally, it is not unusual to find lutefisk and
lefse on the buffet or offered as a dinner special in locally-owned eateries.
By starting her cookbook/memoir with a tribute to Seandinavian-American
traditional foods, Young sets the tone for the importance of food in continuing traditions
that are both ethnic and family-specific. In detailing the history of lefse, she notes that
each woman had her own version of the recipe: “The women in our small farm community
each made such distinctive lefse that you could almost close your eyes, take a bite, and teli
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who had baked it” (5). All members of a community were familiar enough with each
other’s cooking to the point of telling apart different versions of the same recipe,
indicating the degree of sharing of meals and comparing their differences that existed
among households. The centerpiece of discussion, lefse, formed a topic for a specific
discourse community in the most literal senses of the phrase.
For most of the book, Young uses the past tense when describing the activities of
the women in her family and of the community. Reminiscences, technically, are creatures
of the past; however, Young employs the present tense when recounting her memories of
Christmasses past. At the beginning of chapter 16, Young reveals her disappointment at
the Christmasses of today. The chapter then moves into a voice that uses the present
tense, suggesting that Christmas for the Young family still rests on the traditions of old
supplemented with the copious food provided by Carrine Young. The final chapter of the
book, “The Nine Days of Christmas,” takes the readcr/cook into the familial traditions of
the Young family as if those traditions and foodmaking practices are the same now as they
ever were. It is a testament to the continuing of family ties and community values that are
complemented and carried on by means of the table groaning with Norwegian meatballs,
lefse, mashed potatoes, Scandinavian cinnamon raisin bread, and other holiday fare.
As a project stemming from the reminiscences of Carrie Young, with family
recipes tested by her daughter Felicia Young, Prairie Cooks talks about and reflects the
community of women that existed in small-town North Dakota from homesteading days
forward. Young praises her homesteading mother, Carrine, who was somewhat of ait
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anomaly in her day, for she worked in order to buy land so she could support hervelf.
Prairie Cooks provides a localized history, centered on the Young family women, and
gives the reader/cook a glimpse into life on the plains and the daily work of women that
sustained that difficult endeavor.
This cookbook/memoir clearly defines the gendered tasks and habits of this
homesteading family and its community. The recipes that Young gives are from the
women, and they highlight the culinary triumphs of each one. Even Fran, Young’s sister
who had no interest in cooking, has a chapter and a recipe dedicated to her which tells the
story of Fran’s husband being kind enough to praise her frozen peas. Young makes a
concerted effort to include all three generations of female cooks in her book (her mother,
her and her sisters, and her own daughters). Although never directly stated, the reader of
this book comes to realize how Young emphasizes the importance of each generation
passing down stories and heritage by using the template of food and its related activities
(civic events, family holidays). Cooking, in this family’s tradition, is a gendered activity
whose value has been documented by the creation of this text.
Not only cooking but the consumption and enjoyment of certain dishes is also
gendered in this community. A magnified example of this division of eating habits is
related in the chapter “Glorified Rice.” This dish was “buoyant” with mounds of whipped
cream and rice that also incorporated various combinations of apples, canned pineapple,
oranges, and marshmallows-each version different, of course, at the hand of a different
cook. Young states, “No mistake about it, my father and the other men hated it” (46).
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But the worn, n loved it for several reasons: it was cheap to make (29 cents for three
pounds of rice), it was beautiful when served in cut-glass bowls (contrasting with the
drabness of th Depression), and it was easy to make. She rhetorically asks "Who would
have thought that such an innocuous confection would subsequently tear apart the very
fibers that bound our close-knit community together?” (46). Over several weeks, the men
no longer came inside to eat the Ladies Aid luncheon. Soon, the women sat around and
stared at their' iffet laden with Glorified Rice while the men sat outside in their cars and
revved their e> nes and honked their horns, reminding the women that they were waiting
for them. Eventually, one hostess for Ladies Aid was brave enough to not serve Glorified
Rice, and the impasse passed. The men had won, for they no longer had to face down
mounds of frothy

.‘-laden whipped cream when they longed for meat and potatoes, ft

was a war of the sexes whose catalyst was a confection.
While cooking, sharing recipes, and eating are definitely gendered activities of one
family and community (as Carrie Young presents them), her daughter, Felicia, highlights
another intention. On the last page, Felicia (who collected and tested the recipes for
publication) sends a message that echoes the message conveyed by the Dardens in
Spoonbread and Strawberry Wine. “Whatever your ancestry or cooking traditions, write
down your favorite . ipes; they are your children’s heritage” (130). Felicia Young has
no doubts that her he age was preserved in recipes that "were found, written in almost
indecipherable faded ink, without instructions or oven temperatures included” (129). She
asserts clearly that her grandmother’s “legacy has sifted down” through the on-going
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recreation of the foods that sustained the family during those early days of homesteading
and community building.
With these two examples of the cookbook/memoir, some parallels begin to appear.
We can see the use of parerga (photographs, prayers, etc.) as forming a kind of text of its
own, apart from but intimately connected to the recipes and the anecdotes at hand. By the
inclusion of such items, the author leads us further into her life and community by making
available other “documentation” of lifestyle and history. This is an essential step in
contributing to the idea of veracity in the stories, biographies, and even the recipes
themselves. By “donating” family photographs and other intimate artifacts, the author is
trying to sidestep the problems of narrative associated with autobiography (Is this really
how it happened? How was it truly?) while also providing vital context for the foods
presented in the recipes. The recipes gain from the autobiographical/autoethnographic
gestures as well, for when food is presented contextually-surrounded by the words of the
people that create and treasure their foods-it becomes more than an appropriated artifact
of a culture being represented in text. That food now has meanings presented with it; it
embodies values, patterns of behavior, and community standards. The recipe becomes
significr of self and community position.
The cookbook/memoir, by telling one family’s history, promotes the idea of self
examination within the home and within a culture’s traditions. It privileges a voice-the
voice of the family cook-that is too often ignored for being less than influential. The
cookbook/memoir gives alternative histories and visions, viewpoints that do not fall neatly
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into other generic categories. By appropriating the cookbook, a form of writing that is
culturally unassuming,35 and using it to present histories of people otherwise unknown,
the author of the cookbook/tnemoir is making an assertion that spans notions of self,
community, historical accounts, and so on without upsetting overtly her position within
that family or community. Because food is usually the last vestige of tradition to
disappear, women, through these cookbooks, not only validate their own voices but serve
as active archivists.
As such, the archival nature of the cookbook/memoir makes it a natural place for
a-sertnig political positions. While a few cookbooks, like Pots ami Politics put out by the
Washington State Women’s Political Caucus of 1976, are more forthright about this
purpose, I am more interested in the subtle assertions of nationality and heritage.36 Carrie
Young speaks of her mother being well-versed in Norwegian dishes as well as those
particularly “American,” although she does not specify what exactly “American” foods
are. ’7 Foods such as casseroles, hot dishes, pies, some candies and so on appear to be
what most cookbook authors consider “American.” Of more interest, however, may be
how the “invocation of a specific food speaks on behalf of cultural nationalism” (Goldman

35 Anne Goldman, in “I Yam What I Yam,” speaks to the notion of the cookbook being a written fonti
expressly non-political in its commonly perceived status: “...presenting a family recipe and figuring its
circulation within a community of readers provides a metaphor nonthreatening in its apparent avoidance
of overt political discourse and yet culturally resonant in its evocation of the relation between the labor of
the individual and her conscious efforts to reproduce familial and cultural traditions and values" (172).
36 See also my later discussion about compiled cookbooks for another perspective about the assertion of
identity in cookbooks.
37 While there arc many texts that address the confusing terms "American food" or “American cuisine," I
suggest Sidney Mintz’s Tasting Food, Tasting Freedom as a starting place for thinking about these ideas
(92-123).
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173). Articulation of the ethnic self can be clearly discerned in cookbook/memoirs,
regional cookbooks, and compiled cookbooks (discussed more later in this chapter).
Food is a “culturally contingent production” (Goldman 172), and by privileging some
recipes and not others-while embedding biographical, autobiographical, and/or
autoethnographic histories beside, within, or around those recipes—the author necessarily
claims authority regarding the vision of culture that is presented for mass consumption.
The autobiographical self that is represented in the cookbook/memoir claims for
herself a sense of place, heritage, and history that may not be otherwise articulated. Using
recipes as a framework for a discourse of the self allows the author to construct herself for
others as she secs fit, it allows her to present her heritage as she knows it (whether that be
a rewriting of generally known history, a challenge to cultural perceptions, or an
affirmation or extension of histories and stories), and it gives a place to articulate
alternative voices and viewpoints. If read as such, the cookbook/memoir can be a site of
multiple textual assertions that need to be read beyond the recipes.
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'Inn Alice B. Toklas Cook Book: Too Many Cooks?

As i f a cook-book had anything to do with writing.
-from Toklas’ The Alice B. Toklas Cook Book

Upon its publication in 1954, The Alice B. Toklas Cook Book was well received in
America and Europe. A reviewer in The New Yorker, who had known Toklas and her
famous partner, Gerr.-ude Stein, for years, wrote that the cookbook was “a book of
character, tine food, and tasty human observation” (qtd. in Simon 219). Reviewers had
widely differing opinions about Toklas’ writing style; some noted that the charm of the
cookbook was the “prattle” of the author, while others labeled the writing “spare,
distilled” (Simon 219). No matter how the reviewers regarded the prose, The Alice B.
Toklas Cook Book is remarkable in several ways and is even touted as a “minor
masterpiece” by M.F.K. Fisher in the foreword of the 1984 reprinting of the cookbook
(xv). This cookbook is remarkable because it was one of the first that used recipes as an
integral part of a memoir, it incorporates those recipes into the prose structure of the text,
and it holds some interesting “anomalies” that bear further investigation.
Knowing a bit of the history behind the book’s inception helps to understand some
of its characteristics. The idea of a cookbook interspersed with memories was an old one
for Toklas-she had considered it for years before the book was actually published. In The
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Biography o f Alice B. Toklas, Simon notes that in Gertrude Stein’s personal copy of
Janies Fenimore Cooper’s The Pilot, Stein wrote out a scanty outline for a cookbook that
is similar to Toklas' cookbook printed many years later. In all, Stein imagined seven
chapters including “My life with cook books, My life with cooks. My life with recipes, fhe
history of cooking” and another chapter, “Eating and not eating, an occupation” (Simon
261). Recipes would commingle with each chapter’s recollections. They may have
planned for Toklas to write the cookbook with Stein’s help; I make this assumption
because of the chapter titles (the other possibility would be that Stein would write the
cookbook in the voice of Toklas, much as she did for The Autobiography o f Alice B.
Toklas). Stein did not cook, but she greatly appreciated Toklas’ talent for cookery and
even gave her a beautiful cookbook each Christmas (Simon 181). While Stein was alive,
the writing of the cookbook was never begun; she died in 1946/8
In 1951, Toklas wrote to Louise Taylor, thanking her for the use of some
cookbooks. In that letter, Toklas noted
I enjoyed them immensely-the one I liked the best naturally had the most
extravagant recipes-nothing one could possibly afford but that made

1R 1 will leave it to others to unravel the food and table elements in Stein’s Tender Buttons and to
determine if they qualify as cookery writing. Sections in Tender Buttons that could be considered
especially would be “A Piece of Coffee," "A Plate,” "A New Cup and Saucer," “A Cutlet," “A Time to
Eat," “A Table,” and the entire second section titled “Food." Especially noteworthy, to me. is “A Time to
Eat," which reads as follows: “A pleasant simple habitual and tyrannical and authorised and educated and
resumed and articulate separation. This is not tardy” (472). I plan on following up elsewhere on the
connection between Stein’s experiment in Tender Buttons and how it connects to the Italian futurist
movement which was spearheaded by Filippo Marinetti in 1909. Picasso, a good friend of Stein’s, used 1
Cubism to depict in paint the tenets of futurism. Also o f note: Maricnctti published The Futurist
Cookbook in 1931, wherein he expressed the ideas of futurism in “recipe" form.
J
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reading it more romantic and more of an adventure. It has giver, me an
idea for my own humble effort. A cook book to be read. What about it.
(Staying On Alone 221-22)
This clearly indicates that in 1951 Toklas was again thinking about writing a cookbook
and entertaining ideas about what kind of recipe she would like to include in such an
endeavor-the kind that makes one imagine the wealth of the table and are a joy to read at
the same time.
An American publisher (presumably Simon Michael Bessie, who wrote a “Note”
to the new edition, approached Toklas about writing the story of her life. Toklas declined
at first, stating “Gertrude did my autobiography and it’s done.” But she then added,
“What I could do...is a cookbook...It would, of course, be full of memories” (Bessie vii).
Again, long after Stein’s death, Toklas broached the idea of the cookbook with memoirs.
Toklas already had a template for the cookbook, and from her letters, we see that
she was considering making it a reality. In 1952, a Harper’s agent named Jennie Bradley
offered Toklas an advance of one thousand dollars to write a cookbook. It was then that
Toklas finally committed to the project, claiming that she was doing it for the much
needed money. While the exact history of the cookbook’s genesis remains complicated
and elusive, the product has become an institution in the cookbook genre.
As per the plan that Toklas and Stein had imagined together for the layout of the
cookbook, The Alice B. Toklas Cook Book is, as Toklas describes in her prefatory note “A
Word with the Cook,” a “mingling of recipe and reminiscence” (xix). It is interesting to
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note the wording of that title: Toklas does not label herself the author or the writer of this
cookbook, but the cook. She still obviously considers Gertrude Stein to be the writer in
their partnership an ^tension of a clear delineation they kept while Stein was alive. Stein
was the writer, Toklas was the typist, editor, cook, etc.: “Miss Stein wrote and talked,
Miss Toklas cooked and talked” (qtd. in Cannon vii). Nevertheless, Toklas demonstrates
that she has her own unique style of writing (discussed below) and has made some very
specific decisions about the contents of the memoirs that she includes.
It is appropriate to place the cookbook’s recollections or reminiscences within the
genre of the memoir because they cover a specific time in Toklas’ life—that which she
spent with Gertrude Stein. As noted earlier, Toklas did not want to write her
autobiography because Stein had already done it for her; rather, Toklas’ cookbook centers
on her life after meeting Gertrude Stein.39 Toklas does not write extensively about her
childhood memories of food and cooking: this cookbook was meant to illuminate the
private lives of two people during their time together, and thus, a memoir suited her
purposes and wishes better.
As a cookbook mingled with memories, The Alice B. Toklas Cook Book is an
enigma in its format. Toklas’ style of writing suspends the movement of the incident at
hand in order to give detailed instructions for preparation of the food particular to that

59 There are smatterings of her life in the cookbook, but she docs no! focus on those events or memories
for long. For example, at the beginning of the chapter “Treasures," she recalls dishes from her early
childhood and recipes from Nora, her mother’s cook (97).

242

incident. Schinlo, in her essay “The Art of Eating Words,” remarks on this trait of Toklas’
writing:
...the author’s own idiosyncratic way of writing about food may well be
the book’s unique ingredient... The Alice B. Toklas Cook Book. . .is
described by its author as a “mingling of recipe and reminiscence.” And it is
pleasantly unclear whether the recipes are Toklas’ excuse to write the
memoirs, or vice versa, so successfully does she entwine the two. (491)
This interaction between action £ d recipe may be a bit unsettling for a reader looking for
a memoir or a cookbook in the common understanding of those literary forms. Toklas
reintroduces or reinvents the much older practice of recipes and stories coexisting and
enhancing each other, not be entirely different forms (much like the premise behind a later
fictional work, Like Waterfor Chocolate by Esquivel). Such interplay makes perfect
sense to the reader who understands that Toklas wanted to write a cookbook that was to
be read for enjoyment, that she wanted to write the memoirs of her years with Stein, and
that the two elements could not be separated from each other. As in her letter to Louise
Taylor, Toklas wrote a cookbook that was to be read and enjoyed and used as an
instructional manual for cooking. Not only were her intentions toward her readership
multiple (read, savor, create, ingest) but her plural narrative voices (moving between
storyteller/autobiographer, culinary instructor, and history teacher) reflect her multiplied
objectives for the text.
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separate from the “flow” of the prose. Tokias moves directly from the recollection into
the directions for the dish at hand. For example, when Stein and Tokias traveled the
United States for Stein’s speaking tour, they spent time in California with Tokias’ friend
Senora B. Tokias recalls that
Senora B. made a simple Spanish sweet of which Panoche is the coarse
Mexican version. She made it like this and unpretentiously called it
DIJLCE (I)

In a huge copper pan put quantities of granulated sugar, moisten with
cream, turn constantly with a copper spoon until it is done. Then pour into
glasses. (132-33)40
In the chapters that cover events pertaining to her life with Gertrude Stein, Tokias often
employs this practice of suspending or augmenting the action or memory with instructions
for the dish.41 Her style of moving from prose to the name of the dish to the instructions
back to prose memoirs reflects the high interest she had in food and its place in their daily
lives; it highlights the way in which she ordered her world and the people and events that
crossed her path. For Tokias, memorable incidents and the food associated with the

40 The reman numeral (I) follows the name of the dish because Tokias includes two versions of this recipe
in her book.
41 The chapters that depend heavily on the memoirs arc “Dishes for Artists,” “Murder in the Kitchen,"
"Food to which Aunt Pauline and Lady Godiva led us," “Food in the United States," “Servants in France,"
“Food in the Bugey During the Occupation.” and “The Vegetable Gardens at Bilignin." The other
chapters cover more historical and/or cultuia! aspects of the dishes, relying less on the pattern of
introducing recipes that she establishes in the memoir chapters.
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people or events were inextricable from each other. Like Proust’s flood of memories at
the taste of a madeleine, Toklas’ memory seemed to hinge on meals and their recipes.
Connected to this ordering of events-and-recipes by Toklas, readers may also
notice an interesting play of intertextuality between The Alice B. Toklas Cook Book and
The Autobiography o f Alice B. Toklas (written by Stein). The cookbook, published 21
years after The Autobiography, contains some of the same anecdotal material as The
Autobiography. We must remember, however, that the purpose of The Autobiography
was to give context to Stein’s life as (supposedly) revealed by Toklas, and the purpose of
the cookbook is to give context to Toklas’ life via her own interest, cooking. Although
The Autobiography does not include any recipes (indeed, it hardly mentions cooking at
all), it does give different views of the same incidents. For example, when speaking of
their cook Helene, Stein recounts in The Autobiography a story about eggs with a twist
not. found in the cookbook. Here, I first give Stein’s account, followed by the same
incident as reported in the cookbook.
Helene had her opinions, she did not for instance like Matisse. She said a
frenchman should not stay unexpectedly to a meal particularly if he asked
the servant beforehand what there was for dinner.. .So when Miss Stein
said to her, Monsieur Matisse is staying for dinner this evening, she would
say. in that case I will not make an omelette but fry the eggs. It takes the
So iv ui :TVer of eggs and the same amount of butter but it shows less
respect, and he will understand. (Autobiography 9)
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And now, the same as Toklas writes it:
She [Helene] was that rare thing, an invariably perfect cook. She knew all
the niceties of making menus. If you wished to honour a guest you offered
him an omelette souffle with an elaborate sauce, if you were indifferent to
this an omelette with mushrooms orfines herhes, but if you wished to be
insulting you made fried eggs. (Cook Book 171)
Undoubtedly these two women are recalling the same incident between Helene and
Matisse, but the differing viewpoints reveal something about their interest in their
enigmatic cook. Stein was concerned with Helene’s snub of Matisse, and Toklas was
impressed with her ability to alter a simple egg to such a degree as to imply her like or
dislike of a guest. This example of parallel incidents communicates the closeness of
Toklas and Stein while also revealing their contrasting views on the qualities of people
which they found noteworthy or memorable.
Occasionally, Toklas also presents her own culinary triumphs. In the chapter
“Dishes for Artists,” she recalls a dinner with one of their more famous friends, Picasso.
This charming episode recounts her attempt at artistry with a fish.
A short time before serving it I covered the fish with an ordinary
mayonnaise and, using a pastry tube, decorated it with a red mayonnaise,
not coloured with catsup-horror of horrors-but with tomato paste. Then I
made a design with sieved hard-boiled eggs, the whites and yolks apart,
with truffles and with finely chopped fines herhes. 1 was proud of my chef
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d’oeuvre when it was served and Picasso exclaimed at its beauty. But, said
he, should it not rather have been made in honour of Matisse than of me.
(29-30)
It was generally assumed by those that dined with Toklas and Stein that Toklas was a
great cook, a culinary artist even, but here she proved that she could use her own art form
to feed an artist and reflect his work, even if just humorously, with the same gesture. She
was well versed in the philosophies behind her friends’ techniques, using cooking as a
metaphor to describe their works: of Matisse she remarked that he “frequently used his
distorted drawing as a dissonance is used in music or as vinegar or lemons are used in
cooking or egg shells in coffee to clarify” (qtd. in Cannon xi). She used kitchen
metaphors, so familiar to her, to refer to other artists’ concepts-an interesting and
powerful tool.
If we assess the level of cooking ability needed to use the Toklas cookbook, we
soon realize that Toklas was writing her recipes, for the most part, to cooks who were
already experienced. She was meticulous in her own kitchen and demanded the same from
her readership if they were to create her dishes. By glancing at the rich recipes, a reader
might mistakenly assume that Toklas was a snob when it came to cooking, for she did
favor French and/or European cuisine. Toklas appreciated anything that tasted good, and
to this end, she even includes a recipe for aspic salad whose ingredients are Campbell's
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soup and Miracle Whip Salad Dressing (2 52).42 Despite some dishes being relatively
simple to produce, Toklas demands much from her reader if that reader intends to cook.
Here is an excerpt from one recipe that demonstrates this point well.
Cut 1 peeled orange into half a dozen pieces and put inside the duck. Cut
the orange peel into small pieces and boil covered in A cup water for 10
minutes. Roast the duck in a 400° oven in a pan with 3 tablespoons butter
for 'A hour, basting and turning the duck three times. (43)
The preciseness and intricacy assumes that the reader/cook knows how to perform
efficiently in the kitchen and is aware that a recipe needs to be studied before the activity
begun. Toklas assumes that if her recipes are going to be used by the reader, then that
reader will have to already possess a certain amount of culinary skill.43*45 In other recipes
she makes broad assumptions about the culinary powers of her readership: she makes no
attempt to explain how long the dough for cannelloni should be kneaded (196), gives
vague instructions (like “stir until thick”), and takes for granted that puff pastry is not only
plentiful but familiar to the cook. We may begin to wonder if, indeed, she intended to
create a cookbook to be used or a cookbook to be read for its romance, as she hinted to
Louise Taylor.
Toklas herself, however, was not always a cook assured of her own powers. In
the chapter “Beautiful Soup,” she documents her frustration in trying to track down the

42 Carlton Lake, the husband of the woman (never named in my sources) who gave Toklas the aspic
recipe, writes of the humorous circumstances regarding the aspic’s appearance in the Alice B. Toklas
Cook Book in his article “How the Aspic From Topeka Won the Heart of Alice B. Toklas.”
45 An exception might be the recipe for Aspic Salad (252).
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elusive gazpacho that she ate in various forms during her travels with Stein. She remarks
that gazpacho in Malaga is different from that of Seville or Cordoba, which is related to
the Polish cold soup called choldnik which resembles the Turkish cacik or the Greek
tarata. Following her quest for a good gazpacho recipe, she simply states, “Well, here are
the seven Mediterranean soups,” and she provides the variations (49-53).
Because the seven versions of gazpacho are included in the cookbook, it appears
that Toklas had broken the gazpacho recipe code. Interestingly enough, if we compare
the cookbook with her letters in Slaving on Alone, we come to find that Toklas did not,
most likely, figure out the gazpacho variations on her own. In a letter to Louise Taylor
dated August 14, 1952, Toklas makes a request: “Do you happen to have a good recipe
for gaspacho [sic]—either the one they make in Malaga or Cadiz or Sevill or Cordoba or
Sevilla or Toledo or Segovia or any other heavenly spot” (Staying 262). Toklas does,
indeed, include recipes for the soup from Malaga, Seville, Cordoba, Segovia along with
the Polish, Greek, and Turkish formulas. It would be safe to assume that Louise Taylor
did oblige Toklas with the soup recipes for the cookbook, but she is not given credit or
mentioned in the book as being the person who supplied Toklas with them. This is
uncharacteristic of Toklas. who usually makes a concerted effort to credit donors who
have shared recipes.
From such friends as Louise Taylor, Toklas gathered many of her recipes. It was
to these friends and acquaintances that she turned in the months before the deadline:
Toklas did not have sufficient material to meet the contract’s specifications, so she began
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writing to friends with whom she had shared meals and asked them to contribute to her
chapter titled “Recipes from Friends.”
It is in this chapter that trouble started for Toklas. Brian Gysen, a man Stein had
met only once and Toklas hardly knew, submitted a recipe for haschich fudge. This recipe
was printed in the European edition of the cookbook, but it was edited out for the
American audience. The appearance of the recipe in the cookbook raised quite a
conversation in her European audience; Toklas claimed that she did not know the
meanings of the botanical terms “canibus sativa” and “canibus indica” when she decided to
include the recipe in her collection (Simon 2 18). Toklas was incensed that the public
could have the impression that “Gertrude had been indulging in haschich all these years
and.. .[might] think that the resulting state of mind might account for Gertrude’s writing”
(Simon 218-19). Because of her exhaustion near the end of writing the book, Toklas
claimed she did not “notice” the recipe, but her dear friend Thornton Wilder chided her
that it “might well be the publicity stunt of the year”: Toklas did not see much humor in
the situation. She guarded the image and the memoiy of Stein fiercely and was
uncomfortable with the implications that the haschich fudge recipe could have had
regarding Stein’s reputation as a literary artist.
Upon closer inspection, it appears that Toklas had, indeed, given the recipe a bit
more attention than she claimed. If we look at some of the characteristics of the recipe as
printed, we can see similarities to other recipes that she included in the “Recipes from
Friends” chapter. For example, underneath the title of “Haschich Fudge" there is a note
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in parentheses remarking “(which anyone could whip up on a rainy day)" (259). This
subtitle, in both its form and tone, is like many other subtitles that are included with the
other recipes from contributors in this section. Also, the use of a dash in the first
paragraph of the recipe is strikingly similar to her use of the dash in other recipes of her
ov/n throughout the cookbook, as is the diction and tone; however, the diction for the
rest of the recipe is unlike Toklas" in any other part of the book, so we can probably
assume that Toklas did not alter the recipe’s instructions after that first paragraph and
thus, more than likely, did not know or did not pay attention to the ingredients. And while
this close reading of one small anomaly may prove nothing more than haphazard
proofreading on Toklas’ part, the entire incident still leaves questions. We are left
wondering, even after reading her biography and letters, if Toklas knew about the recipe’s
ingredients or not. Any carelessness in editing seems to contrast sharply with the care
with which she presents other elements of the book.44
While the “Recipes from Friends” chapter reprints recipes directly from other
cooks with only the slightest editing by Toklas, the recipes that she gathered and enjoyed
while traveling with Stein punctuate the whole collection. Much of the cookbook details
these travels and experiences, recounting what they ate along the way and providing
recipes to the reader from those places and cooks that shared with them. In this light, the
Toklas cookbook is an amalgamation of many cooking styles-most of them using rich

44 Toklas was kr.own for her meticulous editing and proofreading of Stein’s texts. In contrast, when she
submitted her manuscript for the cookbook to the publisher, it was full of errors. It “set a record, one of
the staff thought, in sloppiness” tSimon 219). This may also shore up the hypothesis that Toklas missed
the implication of the ingredients in the fudge.
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ingredients-from many cooks in various regions and different continents. Toklas gives
credit for the recipes when she can and, by doing so, confirms the reciprocal nature o.
recipe sharing. At times, she admits forgetting the name of a cook or chef, and in such a
case she tries to provide the restaurant or region where she had the meal.
This cookbook is an intricate text, using recipes to tell the memories-or perhaps
the reverse. For her, the memories are enjoyable, and the mixing of memory and food
heightens the sensuality of the remembrance. For Toklas, the recollection or presentation
of the recipe is an indulgence for the mind and the palate, for food imagined or created can
be a path to an aesthetic response (100). The recipes are often rich and complex, but so
are the “layers" of cooks and friends and their shared communities.
In the f nal paragraphs of the book, Toklas refects on the format that the book had
taken. Describing the slight sorrow at leaving her beautiful gardens in Bilignin, where the
cc'or of the vegetables “were more poignant... than any post-impressionist picture,” she
writes, “Ah, there would be another garden, the same friends, possibly, or no, probably
new ones, and there would be other stories to tell and to hear” (280).45 For Toklas, food
and memories were inextricably intertwined.

45 Toklas did pen another cookbook titled Aromas amt Flavors o f Past and Present in 1958. It is much
different in form, adhering to the more “traditional" format of providing a quick note about the recipe,
giving the ingredients, and detailing the preparation. The treasure in this cookbook is the introduction by
Poppy Cannon, which highlights Toklas’ philosophy of cooking, Toklas’ personality, and the relationship
between Cannon and Toklas that developed while making the cookbook.
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The Compiled Cookbook ns Socio-Historical Document

The compiled cookbook46 is a long-standing institution in America with its
beginnings during the Civil War. During that time, Ladies Aid Societies began fundraising
by selling compiled cookbooks in order to support the war effort (Ireland 107). The
success of these endeavors did not go unnoticed by other groups, and the compiled
cookbook boomed as a fund-raiser, with over 2,000 different versions published before
1900.47
These collections of recipes from communities in the United States are so
numerous that “Many of us have at one time or another contributed to, solicited for,
bought, sold, received, given, or thrown away just such a collection” (Ireland 107-8).
Within my own experience, such cookbooks are contributed to or bought by my family
members in order to document participation in a particular society or organization. My
grandmother, Peg, my mother, Mib, and I have all contributed to such cookbooks, and w'e
have all purchased the very books in which we are a part. If, then, these cookbooks have
entered the homes of as many people as Ireland asserts and as 1 can attest to from my own
experience, why haven’t they been tapped as significant material for cultural studies'?

46 I use Lynne Ireland's tenn “compiled cookbook” o define that body of texts made of cookbooks created
from the contributions of members of a community. That community may be church-based,
philanthropically-bascd, or centered by some other group-related activity or binding mechanism. The
church cookbook is probably the most common in this area.
47 See Cook's America '.v Charitable Cooks: A Bibliography o f Fund-Raising Cookbooks Published in the
United States (1861-1915).
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Perhaps cookbooks have been missed or ignored by theorists because of social
preconceptions as to what is or is not a historical document. There might be ways in
which we can engage these texts that have yet to be explored. We need to ask new
questions. What, exactly, is bemg revealed by such a collection of recipes? Who
contributes to them? Why? How do we “lead" or interpret the discrete elements of such
cookbooks so as to understand the community that created it? Can we come to
understand how a community is created? And, in the end, what is to be gained? 1 do not
intend to fully answer any of these questions, but I will put forth my own observations in
hopes of furthering conversation about these questions.
No matter how humble or slick compiled cookbooks appear, their very existence
demands self-revelation by the individual to support the needs of a community. The
premise behind the genre is that each person of the community voluntarily contributes one
or more recipes for a publication that will have, most likely, a limited distribution (mainly
in the immediate geographic area) with the possibility that the recipes will be purchased by
people outside of that community as well. As such, these cookbooks reveal the standards
and habits of food consumption for a particular group in a decidedly public forum, making
them depositories of social and historical information. In her essay about compiled
cookbooks, Ireland labels them as “autobiography” (108), but a more appropriate word
would probably be “autocthnography," which is a revelation of one’s identity to another
using constructions familiar to both.41* As a kind of autoethnographic act, the compiled

4,1 My definition of “autocthnography" comes from my thinking about two different uses of the word. See
the section or. the cookbook/mcmoir.
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cookbook is a revelation to the public about one aspect of family and community life as
meditated by the sharing of recipes. The text, then, is a reflection of their own cookery
styles and preferences.
Or is it? As we glance through these cookbooks, we may wonder how often
Salmon Truffles were actually served. And did people actually eat as many desserts,
cakes, pies, and candies as are printed? Three possibilities unfold as we examine compiled
cookbooks: 1) we are getting a true representation of what food was served and by which
communities; 2) we are getting a fiction, of sorts, in which we see the story of what those
communities would have us believe they are eating; and/or 3) we are seeing what these
people wished they were eating. These cookbooks are public constructions of self-identity
as mediated through culinary preferences, so any of the possibilities are viable and
understandable.
Let me give a couple of examples to demonstrate this point: one from my own
recipe collection and examples from church cookbooks from the area in which I live. In
the last chapter of this dissertation, one section is named “Sugar Cookies,” where I
present the reader with a facsimile of my Great Grammy Maude's sugar cookie recipe. I
remember eating these when they were made by Maude, her daughter. Peg, and Peg’s
daughter, Mib (my mother). As I was working on this project, my mother gave me a
compiled cookbook from Peg’s Emblem Club chapter in La Grande, Oregon. On page
192 is Maude’s sugar cookie “recipe.” Maude’s recipe traditionally had only been a listing
of ingredients; she assumed that the cook would know how to mix, roll out, and bake the
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cookies. Peg, for the ..i*yoi- Hub cookbook, added written instructions to Maude’s
simple listing of ingre<

>. i.'.e\ ,nd adding the procedure to Maude’s original recipe, Peg

only altered one ingredient, replacing lard (Maude’s version) with shortening (Peg’s
version). This is a simple example of the recipes in a compiled cookbook reflecting what
the contributor’s family actually ate.
In a turn-of-lhe-century church cookbook from Grand Forks, North Dakota,
Grand Forks Favorite Tested Recipes Compiledfrom the Ladies o f Grand Forks (ca.
1890), I could not be as certain that the book in my hand actually reflected the eating
habits of North Dakotans. The reason for my unease? I counted no fewer than 15 recipes
that featured salmon in the book. Is it reasonable to assume that families in an oftenfrozen land-locked state in the early 1900s could actually eat that much salmon and stay
within their budget? Was salmon (the recipes call for canned salmon) that plentiful?
Perhaps I was seeing the natural enthusiasm for a new foodstuff at the local store or a
longing for fish reminiscent of the Scandinavian heritage so prevalent in the Upper Plains.
Even so, was it reasonable to think that so many families ate so many dishes with salmon?
I feel somewhat assured that this cookbook, at least on the topic of salmon, shows the
readers what that community of women desired others to believe they cooked. As with the
many variations of pies that Beeton describes (see quote at the beginning of “Art in the
Everyday” in this dissertation), we may also be witnessing just how creative cooks can be
with one pantry item. If salmon was the popular ingredient of the day, then it only stands
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to reason that cooks would either formulate new recipes or procure salmon recipes from
relatives and friends in order to impress their own family and community.
Another church cookbook, WELCA Zion Lutheran Church Recipes,49 from Lake
Bronson, Minnesota, will serve well to demonstrate that some cookbooks must be read
with the understanding that the compilation does not proportionately represent daily
meals. This cookbook, just over 200 pages, contains 103 pages of recipes for bars, cakes,
candy, cookies, and desserts. Salads, main dishes, preserves, and other foodstuffs fill the
remaining pages. The total pages for sweets is over half, surely not representative
proportionately of daily food intake. We must also understand that recipes for common or
ordinary food, like roasts or hot dishes, were probably assumed to be unnecessary because
of their very ordinariness. However, sweets are more complicated and require a more
exacting hand and attention to detail. What we come to understand is that the specialty
dishes or sweets are prevalent because each contributor wished that her talents in the
kitchen be recognized by people outside her family. As such, these recipes are a self
portrayal that (through the social ly-acceptable means of sharing) announces talent and
ingenuity. In n.my compiled cookbooks we can see this disproportionate donation of
sweets recipes to the collection, perhaps signifying pride in creating those concoctions that
demand time, attention, and preciseness, and that are (most often) nice to look at when
finished. Along with revealing pride in their kitchen creations, the presence of desserts
also has the connotation of care and attention to family needs and comfort, qualities held

49

WELCA stands for Women’s Evangelical Lutheran Church of America.
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in high regard in many communities. Whatever the make-up of the recipes as a whole, we
should know that “one thing is certain: any woman who knew her recipe was going to be
set down in black and white between book covers made sure she contributed her best”
(Ekstrand 7). Since sweets are generally desserts or special occasion items, it makes sense
that a good recipe for such occasions would be shared, not only out of graciousness but
out of pride in her work.
The women who contribute to these compiled cookbooks are, of course, from the
community or organization that is initiating the collection.50 The dynamics of individual
contributors vary with each organization: sometimes the cookbook shows a diverse and
large number of contributors, but other collections demonstrate that some members >her
were more willing to share recipes than others or dominated the project. The most
noticeable element when looking at the names of the participants is the gradual change in
self-identification. By this I mean that the earlier the cookbook, the more often women
use their frill married names. For example, in The Edmore Cookbook of 1923, we see that
Mrs. Louis Gewalt, Mrs. Alex Adams, and Mrs. John Butler all contributed to the cake
section; this may lead us to assume that the marital status and identification of the
husband (to the point of effacing her own name) of a contributor was of importance to
that contributor in her self-identification. Even earlier, in The Buckeye Cookbook. Mrs.
Ex-Gov. John J. Bagley of Michigan donated her recipe for Old-Fashioned Loaf Cake.

50 Men also contribute to the collections, but this has been a reiativcly recent development (an assertion I
make from my own observations of compiled cookbooks). Rarely before 1970 have I seen contributions
from men. Most often, if they do add to the collection, the recipes arc for game, barbeque, or alcoholic
drinks.
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Do wo have any doubt that she was proud of her husband's accomplishments? When we
see the women’s given names and surnames attached to the recipes, the questions become
more complicated. Was she married? Widowed? Does she give her first name because
there are many relatives in the area with the same last name, thus assuring that she is
clearly identified? Or was she asserting her own sense of self above her marital status? In
later compiled cookbooks (from my observations around 1960 forward), we see the
women's first names with surnames (even nicknames), a sure indicator of a shift in selfidentification within a community.
How, then, can we “read” the discrete elements of a compiled cookbook in order
to gain insight into the community that created it, the politics of its creation, and the
continuation of the project? This task will necessarily shift with each text, for different
communities and/or groups have widely differing reasons for their books beyond mere
fundraising. First of all, are there names attached to the recipes? If it is a religious group’s
cookbook, are there prayers included? Are there quotations from the Bible, Koran, or
other religious documents to fill up short pages? If there is a dedication, does it thank
God? Is the text only in English? If not, when is another language employed and to what
end? Are there descriptions of traditional ceremonies in which food plays a part? Each of
these elements can suggest the kind of community or group that produced it and how that
entity wishes to portray itself to others.
If it isn’t a church cookbook, there might be other elements to assess. For
example, the fundraising compiled cookbook Going Native: American Indian Cookery,
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produced by the Seattle Indian Services Commission, includes a chapter covering the
different Native American regions before contact, a general overview of some tribal
customs from around the nation, and familiar chapters of Soups, Breads, Main Dishes, and
so on. While the chapter divisions may seem to follow standard cookbook form, each
chapter’s contents do not hold familiar food fare; rather, they reveal Native American
traditional recipes (Puye Beans and Zuni Green Pepper Stew, for example). The last
chapter is titled “Traditional,” and there we find recipes for food that most would not
consider eating now, including beaver, seals, dog. buffalo blood, and grasshoppers. In the
preface there is an interesting sentence that speaks volumes about the compilers’ point of
view: “Few of the recipes which follow are pure" (1, emphasis added). This one small
sentence reveals to the reader the degree to which Native American food habits have been
affected by years of contact with immigrant cultures. Can we also read nostalgia into the
statement? Do we see a longing for pre-contact values and culture? Studying this
compiled cookbook, with recipes taken from other Native American cookbooks,51 we
come to understand that this is Seattle Indian Services Commission’s attempt to do two
things: earn money while imparting knowledge about Native American foodways. It is a
culinary assertion, a cultural statement, and a political gesture all in one.
Another compiled cookbook reveals an intricate set of cultural constructs. The
Black Family Dinner Quilt Cookbook, produced by The National Council of Negro

51 This compiled cookbook is slightly different than the others addressed in this section. It is a collection
not of recipes donated by individuals for this particular project, but, rather, a compilation of recipes from
other cookbooks. This necessarily shifts the focus and meaning of the community represented therein.
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Women (NCNW), lias layers upon layers of information beyond the recipes it includes. As
it would take many pages to completely “unpack” the coded elements, I will mention some
of them here with brief commentary only. The cover has a colorful painted “quilt” that
depicts Mary McLeod Bethune (founder of the NCNW) and Dorothy Height (current
president of the NCNW) having tea and cake. Others in the painting appear to be
preparing quilts for a show.5' Bordering the picture is a quote from Bethune about the
legacy of the NCNW. Inside the front cover on the endpages are full-color pictures of
quilts which are featured at the beginning of the different sections within the cookbook,
complete with the history and interpretations of the quilt’s imagery by its creator. The
dedication begins with a poem from Alice Walker and states that the book is for women
all over the world (6). The introduction details the genesis of the cookbook (7-9), and
then we see a description of the people of the “development team” (10).
Each section (Soups, Salads and Dressings, Main Dishes, Side Dishes, Baked
Goods, and Desserts) begins with, as noted above, a close-up of a quilt in black and white.
The recipe-packed pages have geometric designs at the top that connote traditional
African motifs. And, every so often, the pages have, in the margins and shaded in grey, a
story about Mary McLeod Bethune or Dorothy Height by an acquaintance or friend.
Many people in all walks of life tell their tales of Bethune and Height; sometimes the52

52 This cover quilt (which is actually a painting) called "Meal'imc Dialogue" is interpreted on page 4 of
the cookbook. This interpretation tells the reader that Bethune and Height arc eating poundcake and
taking tea and arc wearing traditional “go to meeting clothes," and that the people in the background arc
preparing quilts for a fundraising exhibition. None of these details is completely apparent from
observation of the cover alone; thus, the interpretation adds to the understanding o f the impetus and
inspiration of the painting’s contents.
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stories depict the inspiration these women brought to others, sometimes the stories relate
a humorous anecdote.
Each recipe is brief with precise measurements and directions, followed by an
analysis of nutritional information. Most do not have names of contributors. Some
recipes do have, however, names in their titles (Bethune Fruit Salad, Aunt Bee's Hot Stuff
Chicken, Melba’s Collard Greens & Turkey Wings) with no explanation as to who these
people are. Some recipes bear a woodcut with the words “Heritage Recipe” beside them,
and we can gather that these dishes (such as Hoppin’ John, Collard Greens & Okra,
Summer Green Tomato Crisps) arc traditional black southern foods, but no explanation is
given for why such foods are marked with the Heritage stamp. In the back there are
several essays covering the history of soul food and the importance of healthy eating. The
last element before the index of recipes is a description of the history and purpose of the
NCNW.
The images and coded elements abound here. The quilts are a “metaphor for
communication, fellowship and the richness of sharing between women of all races” (9).
The geometric designs atop each page could be seen as constant reminders of African
heritage. The lack of contributors’ names could be seen as a gesture towards sharing
without demanding personal recognition, or it could indicate that many people submitted
variations of the same recipe making it impossible to record all names with each recipe.
The nutritional breakdown and appendices highlighting healthy eating could be read as
concessions towards the health-conscious era, as a statement about the need for health in
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all populations, or as affirmation that much of southern food and/or soul food has been
healthy from the beginning. While I have just glanced over the possibilities for “decoding”
the textual elements of this compiled cookbook, already it is apparent that such
cookbooks are not as “simple” as we once might have thought.
In a more humble cookbook entitled Grandmother's Goodies, compiled by Mrs.
Clifford Grove and published in North Kkota, there are no identifying elements by whi*’..
to “track” this text- no date, no town or cnurch name, no publisher, no introduction or
statement of purpose. The purpose becomes clear quickly, though, for in its covers are
109 brief biographies of North Dakota grandmothers, each a homesteader or early settler
in an area. A photo of each woman is provided. Each woman has a page dedicated to
her. with the biography usually written by a female descendant. Sometimes the
biographical information depicts only her life, sometimes it includes the whereabouts of
her children and her work in the community. Following the biography is a recipe for
which she was/is famous. Obviously, this compiled cookbook was meant to honor the
women who braved the North Dakota prairies and winters and to pass on a portion of her
story and her culinary expertise. It is a small cookbook that attempts to give faces and
names to the women that are so often passed over in the historical accounts of the area,
but it is powerful because of its quiet assertions about these women’s lives.
What, then, can be gained from such close reading and study of any of the
thousands of compiled cookbooks available? We get an idea of what certain groups eat.
We might come to understand the values that those communities hold. We might be able
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to see historical and political statements that arc subtle (or even missed) upon a first
reading but actually speak volumes when contextualized. We see women in discourse
communities talking to each other and about each other. As autoethnographic texts, these
cookbooks reveal much about particular segments within larger communities, letting the
members of the group reveal themselves to others as they wish in a written structure (the
cookbook) that promotes sharing of personal items (recipes) within and beyond the group
itself. They are acts of self-promotion, self-reflection, self-creation, and self-identification
for populations beyond their own.

!
I
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Conclusions
From interpretive exercises such as these, it becomes clear that the cookbook is
more than a mere instructional text. By the inclusions or exclusions of material in its
covers, the author(s) reveal cultural assumptions, historical material, and autobiographical
information. To see any cookbook as simply didactic is to miss a whole series of elements
that may lead to a further understanding of the author and her vision of community,
personal identity, and cultural values. A cookbook is a historical document, whether the
author(s) intended it to be so or not. For different people or communities, a cookbook
functions as a memory-holder a time-capsule, a community record, and/or a personal
memoir. As readers, cooks, relatives, students, as scholars, we all need to be aware that
these books and collections reveal more than food fads and fundraising attempts; they are
insights into the values of the communities and families that produce them.

C H APTER FOUR:

IN S C R IB IN G M Y S E L F T H R O U G H F A M IL Y R E C IP E S:

AN A U T O B IO G R A P H Y A N D A N A L Y SIS

In tro d u ctio n

In this last chapter, I have written an autobiography that may fall under the
category of cookbook/memoir as I described in Chapter Three. Patterning my own stories
after Esquivel’s Like Waterfo r Chocolate, I wrote this memoir with a theme in mind for
each chapter: one family dish would evoke a whole set of memories by which I came to
define myself within my family’s history.
In the section that follows “The Recipes,” I analyze my own writing, looking for
connections to the ideas I have formulated about other literatures of food. I notice
cultural/class markers (the recipe cards themselves) and boundaries (between me and the
reader) being created as I wrote. I then theorize about my use of the gendered
framework, moving to observations about the importance of orality and storytelling in
keeping the women’s history alive in my family.
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“ T h e Recipes”

I’ll read anything. My first memories of reading are of hazy moments with my
Grandma Pearl and of reading the cereal box at the breakfast table or the labels on the
liquor bottles in the dry sink during Christmas time. I read the most mundane things,
obviously, but I read anyway.
As I grew, I moved away from reading labels or being read to by an adult and
moved into the world of fiction. I read The Boxcar Children, Th< Silver Crown, all the
Nancy Drew and Hardy Boys books. I drank in the entire Laura Ingalls Wilder series,
saving iny lawn-mowing money to buy each volume.
But as I grew, 1 read more and more autobiographies and memoirs. I did not
realize it at first; in fact I did not realize for years that I had come to love a genre. It was
probably not until I was studying in college, doing a Masters degree, that autobiographical
writing" became important to me beyond being interesting artifacts for personal
entertainment. I read one, pi' ked up another, always (for some unconscious reason)
avoiding autobiographies of the rich and famous. I never read an autobiography of a
sports star or a successful business person or a movie star I read about the lives of people
who had been disenfranchised by American culture. I already knew about the “stars” of
American culture. I wanted to know more about the people that lead lives of quiet (or not
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so quiet) steadfastness...people who had ideals or struggles. But when 1 was asked why
these were my preferred picks, I had to think about it.
I concluded that I read these life stories because they were full of traditions and
experiences that I had never had and probably never could have. These people described
traditions that were passed down through generations and joined those people to their past
and their ancestors. There was something solid about what was being reported in these
life stories. It was mystifying, fascinating, and I envied them all, even in their pain. There
was an aunt unnamed by a family that renounced her. There was an ambassador who
understood his family’s aspirations well enough to learn beyond them. There was a man
who lived on the Plains who envisioned the beginnings, when the two-leggeds came to the
earth through a log.
The symbolism was there for me to take part in. My readings *ook me to other
people’s history, through my country’s history, through tribal history. I steeped myself in
the traditions of other people because, 1 believe, I felt a lack of tradition in my own life.
Why was 1 looking elsewhere for symbolism and tradition? Did I not feel I had traditions
of my own?
At first glance, reviewing my own life.. .no. I could remember nothing from when
I was growing up that seemed as heavy with tradition or ceremony. Familial reverence for
“tradition,” that ephemeral element that all those people in the autobiographies had,
seemed to be non-existent in my memory. There were consistencies from year to year, of
course, but nothing that resonated with the impact of the word “tradition.” For instance, I
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knew that every time I dropped my fork at the dinner table, my Grandma Pearl (who came
to be known as Grandma Purr because I couldn’t pronounce her name when 1 was young)
would undoubtedly say, “Now, if you were Jewish, you would have to leave the table.”
We were not Jewish, yet I still felt guilty. I always thought, however, that the Jewish fork
rule was true. I’m not sure if it is, and I did not Jewish friends to ask as 1 was growing up
in southern Idaho, but if, indeed, it once was true, does that rule still apply today? And
how would Grandma Purr know? She never mentioned any Jewish friends, nor did she
have any stories about Jewish friends from her small up-scale Chicago circle of friends.
All who were slightly different from Pearl invariably had a story attached to their name,
but there were no names attached to the Jewish forks. These were the kinds of
“traditions” that I thought about when first pondering my fondness for autobiographies.
With such musings, it started to occur to me that most of the elements 1 consider
“consistencies” could also be called traditions, and in my family, those traditions seemed
to center on the table. For years I have perused old recipes, collected recipes, hoarded
cookbooks, idled over pictures of tables perfectly set in mail-order catalogues. I am
drawn to the ceremonies of the daily table. I remember with pride my mother’s table
when it was set for special occasions, set with the silver she purchased one piece at a time
when she worked as a soda-jerk in Ketchum, Idaho. Her embroidered tablecloth, begun
by her mother and finished by my mother upon Grammy Peg’s death, is a cream linen
sprayed with colorful flowers. The tabic is finished off with the wedding china, white with
silver rims. My mother’s holiday table has looked that way for as long as I can remember.

GKra
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It’s steady, familiar. On holidays we children know to get out the extra leaves for the
table, leaves that do not match the rest of the set because my father never got around to
finishing the project, and whatever stemware my mother has ten matching pieces of that
year.
There were other things that center on the table and food at our house. Certain
women were responsible, always, for bringing certain items to holiday feasts. Grandma
Purr was in charge of the marshmallow salad. Grammy Peg came with sugar cookies and
mincemeat pies. Aunt Ruth was in charge of the rolls. Il was the women who held this
table and its traditions together. It was the women of various last names (Kelly, Brown,
Langwith, Wallington) that kept the family returning to the table, reminding us that we
should all get together more often.
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H unter’s Stew
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Pearl, my father’s mother, frequently had us over for dinner once she moved to
Idaho. She had resided for most of her life in and around Illinois, and it was hard for her
to leave that highly social life that she had nudged her way into in Chicago and
Rocklslandlllinois (pronounced as one word in Pearl’s lexicon). She moved from her
friends and established life in order to be closer to her grandchildren (my sisters and me),
settling right across from our house in Gooding, Idaho. It was probably one of the biggest
changes in her life.
It was good to have her there for many reasons. My sister, Kenleigh, would “run
away” to Pearl’s house when the going got tough. It was an easy escape. The price to
pay, however, was that there was always work to be done at Grandma Purr’s. She tried
to convince us that it was fun to scrape the kitchen linoleum crevices with an ice pick in
order to get out the old polish. The bedsheets, it seemed, always needed to be changed at
Pearl’s. There were hours spent tending to our nails; a wooden box with a latch guaided
various instruments and potions to aid our attempts at keeping our cuticles soft. We then
set our softened hands to the task of helping with dinner.
Her table was large and square and dark. We knew the austerity of the event by
the tablecloth and dishes Pearl wanted us to set out. Terrycloth and Correll meant an
everyday dinner, but more important meals called for the cream lace tablecloth, also set
with Correll (the kids did tend to break the good sniff). In the cupboard was a full set of
china that we never, ever used. It was white and had fire-breathing dragons of geld on it;

my uncle Larry sent it to her from Korea when he was stationed there. We never ate a
meal off those dishes, and 1 never knew quite what she was saving them for.
The dinners that Pearl cooked for her family in Idaho were, more often than not.
gatherings to gorge on Hunters Stew. It was good, but it seemed every time we went to
her house for dinner, that’s what we got. 1 have vague recollections of a roast now and
then, and once or twice she baked tongue for dinner, but her treasure and two-day effort
was in Hunters Stew. She sent the leftover home with us and we ate it for days.
The comfort in Pearl is that she has always been the same to me, much like
Hunters Stew the second day. The same furniture, the same linens, the same shoes, the
same kinds of cars, the same martinis, the same stories. Almost verbatim, we have heard
tales again and again of Ma and Pa Bluer, Davenport, her dog that died from heat stroke,
the young man that wouldn’t give up golf for her hand, her friends Clara and Mac, her
years of working in an upscale dress shop after her first husband died, various trips into
Chicago, why she no longer eats baked onions, the cracker crumbs I threw' on a restaurant
floor, and the time when she, my mother, and I drove across the country (I sat on a
twelve-pack of Budweiser so I could see out the window, I’m told).
At times my family and I have been impatient with these stories. We would hurry
her to the end, or interrupt with “I remember you telling me about that.” Out of boredom
or impatience for the last few years we have not let her tell us of the times that warranted
repetition to her. Her narrowed scope of daily activities, due to frailty, allows her to sit
for hours and recall the salad days of her youth. Sometimes she will remember something
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new, like that my dad as a child would throw up if she drove down a cobblestone street.
Mostly, though, we get the recycled tales.
For these reasons, her current illness is so refreshing. Some people think that my
family is morbid, but we enjoy the new stories that Pearl’s brain is now creating. Her
circulatory system every now and again will release a small blood clot that will travel to
her brain. These clots trigger new scenarios for Pearl, including visits from John Wayne,
wandering bands of thieves, appearances of family members on The Maury Povich Show,
linedancing extravaganzas, and doves worth $2,000 each residing in her closet. We think,
although we are not sure, that she believes these stories entirely-so much so that she
feeds those precious imaginary doves faithfully, tossing crushed crackers among her shoes
in her closet.
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Marshmallow Salad
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Her all-time ever-present holiday dish was the overnight marshmallow salad. She
had special scissors (I believe they were actually poultry scissors) for cutting the
marshmallows into pieces, and every time she made the salad, she complained about the
cost. “Do you know that cherries cost $1.59 a can?” To produce this salad, it seemed she
spent hours and hours of cutting and cutting...marshmallows, cherries, pineapple. It was
exhausting to watch, and the mounds of it that resulted from the effort were overwhelming
to me as a child. My sisters and I knew that when this salad was brought to the table, we
each had to eat a heapfu!!, whether we wanted to or not. Inevitably if we balked at the
sweet dish, Pearl would say, “Eat that. I know how much you like it. It will be even
better tomorrow.” Everything that Pearl made was better the second day, according to
her. Somehow, it seemed to please the depression-era German in her to know that it
wouldn’t be wasted. Once the salad had been presented to the holiday table and the huge
blue glass bow! came our way, we knew to look happy about its presence, no matter how
intimidating the mounds of it were. We wondered if we would ever be done eating it.
Would the left-overs from Thanksgiving be gone before the second wave of Christmas
time salad overtook the fridge?
Pearl has been at every major holiday since her move west. She is an institution-a
matriarch-at these family gatherings since she is the only grandparent still living. I think it
gives her a feeling of superiority to be the only one of her generation still appearing at our
doorstep, especially after she survived a heart attack and several strokes. But she does
not see herself as a warrior, one who has beaten the odds. She sees herself only as a sad
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remnant and a burden. The Christmas o f ! 993 was the first time she did not make the
salad. It was just too much for her and her limited abilities. Although I was relieved of
the duty of downing the sweet mass, it was rather a sad commentary on how her life is
dwindling right in front of her own eyes. She commented several times during the course
of dinner that one of us should have made it instead. We said we didn’t have the time.
Food like this, like marshmallow salad, are the recipes of familiarity; the dishes wc
had to expect at certain meals for certain events. They were as predictable as Pearl’s
pearls of wisdom (“Don’t drink water; it will rust your stomach” and “Always wear an
odd number of pearls”). There were times that she would go all out and produce
something even more special than the marshmallow salad. It only happened once that I
can remember; I was just a child, and 1 do not recall the event. But I can see Burned
Sugar Pie in my mind and taste it all the same.
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Burned Sugar Pie

Pear! is in a full-care facility now, preoccupied with feeding those imaginary doves
that live in her closet and awaiting another visit from John Wayne. I couldn’t ask her for
the recipe for Burned Sugar Pie for a couple of reasons. First, I’m not sure if she would
have remembered where it was. But even in her more balanced days, I do not think she
would have given it to me. It’s a family secret...only carefully passed on to those initiated
and swom to secrecy.
Once, I recall, I was thinking about family recipes and how they could help me
write this memoir, and I called my mother with a request. In a brave tone of voice, I
asked for the recipe for 3urned Sugar Pie. She hesitatingly agreed to send it to me, and as
she did so, my father, Mike, took the phone.
“Don’t be givin’ that out. It’s a secret. Ma don’t want it bein’ spread around.”
“Yea, Dad. I’ll disguise it. Nobody will know how to make it. I just need it.”
“Ya know, it’s a recipe worth $25,000 if it ever got out.”
“Don’t worry, Dad.”
I wondered what he meant about that recipe being worth $25,000. Nevertheless, my
parents consented to send it to me.
This pie has been and will continue to be a center of discussion in our house. Its
richness is only matched by the complexity and intricate timing. There are special kinds of
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pans and spoons that must be used or the whole experiment is ruined. That is why the
chosen women must be initiated into the private club, the Burned Sugar Pie Makers.
There are secrets to Burned Sugar Pie success that those members have not committed to
paper.
The envelope arrived from my mother. 1 thought I would receive a typical recipe,
with Pearl's usual crossings-out and dates in the comer. Upon close reading, however, I
found much more. It appears that Pearl sent this copy of the recipe to my mother in 1966
probably right before her first big mother-in-law visit to the newlyweds. (The ingredients
and other pertinent information have been deleted to protect the pie.)
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December 1966. Seven months before I was bom. In the recipe, it says that the mix was
to be the color of my father’s hair. What color was that? I always remember some gray in
his hair, so my mental picture can’t help much here. The photograpns I have of him from
around 1966 are black and white or terribly faded. I have no reference point for this
color. My mother will have to show me, for Pearl no longer has the strength to be in the
kitchen.
The recipe reveals the reverence bestowed upon the pie, but it leaves much out of
the story. After an inquiry about the recipe’s history, I learned Pearl can no longer
remember who gave her the recipe in 1935. Why did she decide to pass it on when that
friend asked her not to? It seems as if the pie, by what is written on the recipe card, is a
sort of gesture of acceptance to the new daughter-in-law, my mother. I know that this
recipe was also given to Roma (Uncle Larry’s first wife, who Pearl never speaks of
without disdain in her voice), and then to my mother when she married my father. I
remember when Grandma Purr was making the pie, that one time, that she told me that
when I got married, she would give me the recipe. Now I have it and she does not know.
I’m not yet married.
There is nothing in our family so well guarded as the pie. Sure, we have skeletons
and the appropriate tasteful caskets for them. Realizing that the recipe is a metaphor for
our family's inner workings, I came to see that the secrets to functioning exist quietly in
our family (like Virginia W oolfs pattern behind the wool of daily life), and those secrets
are assumed into our daily lives, often forgotten, never so blatant as to be written on
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paper...much like the guarded intricacies of the pie. Nothing I can recall, ever, induced the
furtive glances and lowered voices as did discussions of Burned Sugar Pie and its
workings.
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Clover Leaf Rolls
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only have two pictures of her in my head; all other memories of her are general
impressions.
I recall a summer afternoon; my mother and my sisters and I had driven to Jerome
to see Great Grammy, Harleigh, and Ruth. Great Grammy’s garden was in full bloom, and
when we arrived, she was already knee deep in the blossoms and vegetables. Not wanting
to disturb her routine, we all waded into the foliage as well. Mother and Great Grammy
were the only ones getting anything worthwhile done while we girls romped around the
yard and garden. I found something new.
“That’s rhubarb. Don’t eat the leaves, you’ll kill yourself. Just cat the red
part.. .Mib, don’t you have rhubarb in your garden over there? Why the hell don’t you
have rhubarb?”
I bit in. The red stalk was beautiful, but I did not expect the texture of celery with
such tartness. I chewed it down, liking the taste more and more. An hour later. Mom and
Great Grammy checked on me again, horrified that I had eaten about seven stalks. I was
quite proud of myself. Mom looked stunned, as did Maude who remarked, “Damn fool
kid.” They knew in advance the incredible gastro-intestinal problems I was going to
experience in the next few hours, and they also knew that they were the adults that would
have to deal with it.
My other picture of Great Grammy is indoors in her small nothing-but-business
kitchen. We all were going to have dinner that evening at Harleigh and Ruth’s house
across the lawn. Great Grammy did not need my help making those clover-leaf rolls, but 1
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I knew my mother's grandmother by the name Great Grammy Maude Wallington.
As I was growing up in Twin Falls, Idaho, she lived close to our elan, just across the
bridge in Jerome. She had a funny little house that stood behind her son’s residence, and
her son, Harlcigh, and his wife, Ruth, doted on her quite a bit. For years and years, I
simply knew her as Great Grammy. It was only within the last few years, well into my
adulthood, that I became aware of how she “fit” into the generational scheme...that she
was the eldest woman I would ever truly know from the women’s generational line. On
this my mother’s side of the family understanding who belonged to whom was never
clearly articulated. Ail information about relationships was assumed as natural knowledge.
Maybe I wasn’t paying attention, or maybe it was never stated, but I did not know that
Great Grammy was Grammy Peg’s mother, my own mother’s grandmother. 1just never
knew that. I also did not know, for example, who Aunt Sis was until I was 25 years old.
Family members talked about her, but I had never met her. 1 think I thought she was
dead. Then my mother told me she was her great-aunt, and that she was coming to visit.
I finally met the woman, a year before she died, and she brought old pictures of family
members I’m sure I’ll never get straight. But I keep trying, piecing my genealogy
together, morsel by morsel.
At any rate, from my early years I call up scenes of Great Grammy Maude, but
they arc unclear. She was a small woman, very unlike Pearl in stature. Maude always
seemed frail, until her temper flew, and then I knew there would be hell to pay. I really
only have two pi,
impressions.
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to see Great Grammy, Harlcigh, and Ruth. Great Grammy’s garden was in full bloom, and
when we arrived, she was already knee deep in the blossoms and vegetables. Not wanting
to disturb her routine, we all waded into the foliage as well. Mother and Great Grammy
were the only ones getting anything worthwhile done while we girls romped around the
yard and garden. I found something new.
“That’s rhubarb. Don’t eat the leaves, you’ll kill yourself. Just eat the red
part...Mib, don’t you have rhubarb in your garden over there? Why the heli don’t you
have rhubarb?”
I bit in. The red stalk was beautiful, but I did not expect the texture of celery with
such tartness. I chewed it down, liking the taste more and more. An hour later, Mom and
Great Grammy checked on me again, horrified that I had eaten about seven stalks. I was
quite proud of myself. Mom looked stunned, as did Maude who remarked, “Damn fool
kid.” They knew in advance the incredible gastro-intcstinal problems I was going to
experience in the next few hours, and they also knew that they were the adults that would
have to deal with it.
My other picture of Great Grammy is indoors in her small nothing-but-business
kitchen. We all were going to have dinner that evening at Harleigh and Ruth’s house
across the lawn. Great Grammy did not need my help making those clover-leaf rolls, but I
was bound and determined to make my contribution to the dinner. My experience with
roll-making was very limited (my mother used Bisquik, which, to this day, I cannot mike
work correctly...), and so Great Grammy’s rolls were a mystery to me. We had to put all
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the separate stuff in ourselves. No box. Deftly, Maude pulled out dough, rolling it into
balls exactly the right size every time. 1couldn’t quite do it. She was so dam good at it.
Her skinny old-woman arms and hands moved so quickly and with such precision...how
many times had she made these? I did not wonder then, but I wonder now. Back then, I
just wanted to be good at making those little balls.
The recipe beginning this chapter is for the clover leaf rolls, and even though the
recipe card is in my mother’s handwriting, it is Great Grammy’s version. This card is in
my mother’s handwriting, meaning that Great Grammy told her that if she wanted it, she
had to copy it down herself. Mom obviously filled in the directions as Great Grammy
told them to her, because Great Grammy habitually only put the ingredients on her cards.
Despite having the formula on hand, my mother rarely made these rolls; that was Aunt
Ruth’s job. She, by simple virtue of living across the lawn from Maude, seemed to acquire
Great Grammy’s deftness and talent for the delicious rolls. Ruth’s culinary fame stems
from her ability to turn these out, and her contribution to Mom’s holiday table was always
“the rolls.” My dad has even jokingly threatened Ruth that if she didn’t bring the rolls, she
couldn’t join us. My Uncle Dick once told Ruth that twenty people were coining to the
Christmas dinner, when , in tmth, there were only about ten scheduled to dine with us.
Ruth made enough rolls to feed twenty, though, and she was quite perturbed (yet
flattered) when Dick revealed his deceit. He confessed that he simply wanted extras to
savor later. She still spits and sputters about that.
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Looking at this recipe written by my Great Grammy Maude only strengthens my
vague sense of distance in knowing the dynamics of my mother’s side of the family. There
are only the ingredients...no directions, no order or special instructions. It metaphorically
reminds me of my maternal family, where as a child I always knew who the players were,
just not necessarily how they got there, what they did, who they belonged to, or how they
belonged in the family structure. There were no extensive stories told, no initiations into
this part of the family. It all seems much more simple and relaxed than the intricacies that
Pearl (my paternal grandmother) spun.
My mother’s side of the family has always seemed far more distant to me for
various reasons. Her mother, Peg, and her father, Red, l;ved in various small towns in
Oregon as I grew up in Idaho. They had left Idaho in the 1970s when the lumber business
was no longer booming in Ketchum and Sun Valley. The distance to their home in
Oregon always made a visit to them far more eventful than visiting Pearl or Maude, who
were so much closer.
Every few summers, my sisters and 1 (in various combinations of two) would get
to stay with Peg and Red for a couple of weeks. It was all so exciting. They swore,
Grandad drank beer, Grammy baked all the time, they played tricks on us, and they were
always willing to take us to work with them. In the lumber yard they managed, Grandad
would construct a desk for us in the back of the showroom (all cinder blocks and pianks),
and we would conduct our own important business from our rickety workstation.
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Grandad was always more concerned with pure entertainment for us girls than
Grammy was, and he often went to great lengths to make sure we were happy. Me bought
a small swimming pool for us, then promptly fell into it. His grandest gesture was a “field
trip” to a panicle board plant. My sister, Kenleigh, and i did not really want to go.
“Grandad, do we have to go? Why there? Is it gonna be boring?” Many years of his life
were spent in lumbermills and lumberyards and in the company of people who knew their
wood. Such a trip to the plant was probably as much for his enjoyment as it was for our
entertainment, because in those later years, when we would get to spend time with them,
they had retired from the lumber business, and he had become a locksmith. I knew he
missed the lumberyard. But to this day, I can’t smell fresh lumber without slipping into a
bit of nostalgia, thinking of him surrounded by boards and nails and cement-floored
warehouses and tools.
When visiting their house, the grandkids had to sleep in the back room (an

.1

peach color) behind the kitchen. On those walls were old black and white pholi
people I couldn’t recognize and felt embarrassed to ask about. Finally, on a m u when I
couldn’t sleep because the adults were laughing too loud in the front room wh,;o they
played a card game called Spite and Malice, I recognized those people behind the curved
glass. They were my grandparents in their younger days. I stared and studied those
photos. My very own grandparents looked like the people in the movies to my 10-yearold mind...very dashing and beautiful with their youth. 1 later found out that those photos
were taken before Grandad went to World War II.
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Now, years later, those young people had grandkids to keep them busy.
Grammy’s way of entertaining was far more productive than Grandad’s; she made us
bake. There was always something that needed to be prepared, either for dinner or for
treats afterward (my family never had “dessert,” but sometimes we had treats). The best
baking tasks ended up with a batch of cookies. Grammy Peg would let us eat all the raw
cookie dough that we wanted, a luxury our mother would not permit. Some days, I
almost got sick from all the different foods that 1 ate at her house because there were
always random edibles placed around the counter for munching.
If there wasn’t anything to eat on the cluttered countertops, she had a marvelous
garden with vegetables and a huge array of roses. Everything imaginable grew in her
small plots, but the best row was the sugar peas. Sitting in the mud devouring her
precious crop was pure pleasure to me (a habit I retain, now, in my own garden). One of
the few times I ever remember angering Grammy was when she went to her garden to pick
peas for dinner, and all she found were empty shells and the imprint of my rear-end in the
mud, right in the center of a carnage of shells.
The lazy afternoons spent around her kitchen island, munching down on the
mounds of food, are the strongest memories I have of Grammy and Grandad’s house.
Their life was so much more unstructured and spontaneous than Pearl’s that I always felt
like something exciting was happening or about, to happen. Their kitchen island was a gift
from Peg’s son, Art, who was a logger in Oregon. Somehow he obtained a vertical slice
of a tree about four feet across and six feet long, which he varnished and planted in the
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middle of Grammy’s already-small kitchen. After the installation of ihe counter,
gatherings at that house from then on were inevicably a conglomeration of relatives
hovering around the island grazing off Grammy’s productions. Roasts, vegetables, mince
meat pies, salads, rolls, chips, and the sugar cookies from Great Grammy’s recipe...they
were all there.
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London Broil
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My mother stayed home for all the years 1was growing up. It wasn't until
sometime during my high school years that she finally sought a job outside the home. All
those years, she had a meal on the table every evening, trying to satisfy three young girls
and a husband. She was successful most nights, but the meals we tend to glance back to
are the ones where she messed it all up. Excellence was common from her, so some of the
memorable moments revolve around mishaps.
We laughed then, and we laugh now, at the time Mib was trying something new in
reheating the dinner rolls. She had heard that rolls retain moisture better if heated in the
oven in a brown paper bag; however, she forgot them in the oven, and the bag lit on fire.
Now, more than seven years later, we can still ask her if the rolls are in the oven, and she
turns red. Another time, the wrong kind of chiles were tossed into a mexican casserole,
and the ensuing dish was so hot that my father, the first one to dig into dinner, almost
burst a vein in his forehead. Despite the mishaps, she was a good enough cook to be
featured in our local paper.
Mom always tried to please everyone with her cooking, and she was good at it.
Rare was the meal that I did not like, except liver and onions. There were nights that my
dad simply had to have liver and onions, so we invited Pearl over to partake as well.
Bless her, but Mom never tried to make us eat that nasty slab of grey meat. She would
shudder and shiver and gag as she dutifully made it for Dad and his mother, being the best
June Cleaver that she knew how. Mom and her grossed-out daughters had pancakes on
those nights. Liver night had its ups and downs for all involved.

*r.
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This was the hume that she made for us, and dinner was the gathering time.
Breakfasts were eaten together as well, but often they were a rushed affair because we
were all trying to start our days. The evening meal was different; it started with a
blessing. For many years my youngest sister, Shannon, sang “The Johnny Appleseed
Song” because we thought her so darling when she sang it, ending with a “squeezesqueeze” of the joined hands around the table. We did not fight at the dinner table r.s
some of my friends’ families did; indeed, we rarely fought at all.
For extra special times, like birthdays, Mib would make London Broil if we
requested it. The marinade is what brings this dish together; it has to marinate all day or
even overnight. The tartness of the vinegar, onions, and spice was too much for me to
keep my hands out of it, and I was always caught stealing onion pieces to munch on as it
stewed on the counter.
She was the perfect mom, always there in the kitchen like the television moms,
fixing our favorite meals, preparing birthday dinners and holiday feasts. Summers were
important to her culinary routine as well; she grew a large garden, harvested it, and then
canned the whole thing for winter eating. There would be washing and blanching and
peeling and pickling and boiling and tapping and waxing and cooling for days on end.
When it was all done, rows and rows of the most incredible array of beans, peas,
peachacots, jams, tomatoes, and corn crowded our little stock room. It’s now 1994, and
I have been away from home for quite a while; I long for one more summer at home with
Mib so I can learn to preserve the garden myself. I think I have the general idea, but an

«r
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overwhelming fear of exploding glass, as well as living two states apart, keeps me from
learning.
Seeing my small world with a child's eyes, it seemed as if she lived for these tasks
and for church. Mib always tends to everyone else before herself. To look at the recipe
card for London Broil in comparison with the others included in this memoir, I see a sense
of anonymity, for there is no “from the kitchen o f ’ credit. From her kitchen? Out of a
magazine? From a relative or friend? Her handwriting tells me much as well. It’s even on
a card that only she would see, for this copy is from her personal recipe file and not copied
over especially for me, the script is scrupulous with well formed letters and no
misspellings. Always perfect, even in the smallest of things.
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The Recipe
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The main entrance to my parents’ house is through the back door which opens into
the dining room. My father built this room soon after we bought the house on Rancho
Vista. Fifteen years later, he still hasn’t quite finished it; the moldings still need to go on
the walls, but after all this time, those gaps seem like they are supposed to be there.
1 think of the back door as the main entrance because that is where almost all
visitors enter. After people have been to our house once, they are told that the use of the
formal front door is no longer necessary and that they are welcome to use the back door
instead. Because of this, people outside of the family know the dining room best with its
mismatched leaves in the table and the stained glass windows from Pearl’s old house in
Illinois framed on the walls. Many a dinner has been interrupted by unexpected visitors
peering in through the door at the Kellys’ full table with all of us around it. Within a
matter of seconds, whoever appeared is sitting at the table, dealing with a full plate and
conversation.
This is the welcoming spirit that pervades my childhood home, and that spirit is at
its most intense during the holidays. I’m sure such warmth exists at other people’s homes,
but I never felt comfortable enough to waltz in other back doors besides my own. Masses
of people wander in and out of my parents’ house, some knocking and turning the knob at
the same time, some simply letting themselves in the door with a searching and
questioning “Hello?” My family tends to chide those that feel as if the front door is the
“best” way into our home, and I think my mother is slightly offended when outsiders do
not feel comfortable enough to let themselves in through the dining room.
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To this end, she makes a special effort at Christmas to make all who visit feel
welcome. The door swings open to the aroma of “The Recipe” sitting on the stove. The
Recipe is a brew made in a huge drum which simmers slowly, releasing its aroma into the
house. Its name comes from those two old women on The Waltons who had a still in
their backyard; they called the moonshine they made “the recipe,” and the name somehow
got attached to my mother’s concoction. The Recipe has been a holiday drink since I was
very small. Forget decorating a tree...if The Recipe isn’t on, it’s not Christmas. For days
on end, it sits on the stove during evening hours waiting to be dipped in to; at night. Morn
sets it out on the picnic table to chill. Kids have to drink it plain, but the adults have the
option of adding rum to their glasses. Brave children have been known to swipe a spiked
swig, though, for the spiked and un-spiked versions look the same in a glass. All are
welcome and encouraged to have their fill of The Recipe, but Mom does not wait on
them. She says, “They know where the cups are. I’m not their servant.” Visitors are
considered family after a while, and if once shown where things are, they are expected to
help themselves.
I think I take after my mother in this style of hostessing. Flow could I not? All
these years I have had the training that guests should feel comfortable enough to help
themselves once through the threshold. Her attitude is welcoming and gracious, but not
fussy. When I have guests of my own now, I’m eternally perturbed by people refusing to
go through my cupboards to find their own glass or bowl, by those hesitant to use a
dishtowel that hasn’t been laid out specifically for their use. If I invite people over, it’s
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because I want their company, I want them to feel welcome, but I do not want to wait on
them hand and foot.
I long for my mother’s ability to welcome. Only five times in my life have people
ever just dropped by to say hello, even though for the last seven years I have had my own
houses. I thought during the last holiday that I would try her trick...luring the weak and
festive folks with a hot pot of The Recipe. 1called her for the details for its makings,
writing it down on a reply card that was lying by the phone.
But it did not work. The Recipe itself was fine, but it did not conjure the sense of
festiveness that my mother’s pot had. Nobody dropped by. I probably should have tried
harder, organizing a formal evening, realizing that making the brew alone wouldn’t bring
the people by. I remembered that by the time my mother was my age, the traffic had
already started in her life that would follow her wherever she moved; I do not have this.
She had established herself, her patterns, her marriage, and her friends earlier than I had. I
realized that 1 had a lot of work to do.
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Chocolate Chip Oatmeal Cake
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It’s not just the religious holidays that have their bounty in food from rny mother’s
hands. Our birthdays also have their established patterns of food, each documented in her
recipe files. My traditional birthday cake is Chocolate Chip Oatmeal.
Year after year, even in this, my 27th year, Mom makes chocolate chip oatmeal
cake...so moist and wonderful that I have learned to make it myself because I crave it so
badly. She sent me the recipe as I pursued my graduate degree in North Dakota, fifteen
hundred miles from home, just in case 1 needed it. When I happen to be home for my
birthday, she will still bake it for me. In providing comfort food for her children, she is as
faithful as ever, even though the temptation to eat chocolate is best kept out of her life.
Let me explain.
About seven years ago, my mother found lumps in her breast. The doctor,
following the current studies, promptly forbade her to consume anything with caffeine in
it, including chocolate and coffee. This was a big change for my mother, for chocolate
was her absolute favorite treat and she drank about two pots of coffee a day. How could
she get along without them?
For a couple of years after the diagnosis of fibroid tumors with cancerous
possibilities, all of us in the family were very careful about not buying her chocolate for
birthdays, Mother’s Day, and Christmas. For the first time ever, she shied away from
fudge at Christmas. She turned to de-caf coffee, still drinking as much. Now there are
two pots on the counter-one for her brew, one for Dad’s. She made concessions out of
fear and we knew that. My sisters and I, during gift-giving times, would hold our secret
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meetings to organize gifts. Inevitably, one of us would suggest chocolates or special
coffee for Morn, and then remember that those were no longer options. Our voices would
get soft and shaky as we would retract the suggestion.
On Mother's Day, 1994, she told me that she had found another lump in her
breast. I was furious, because 1 knew that she had “fallen off the wagon” eating bits of
chocolate and having caffeinated coffee now and again. I blamed the caffeine. Angry,
scared, and stricken with sadness, I wondered if, indeed, it was the caffeine-the only
culprit I could find in all my hurt. It raged in my head. Did chocolate trigger it? Her own
mother died from breast cancer! She should know better! After this latest biopsy, her
doctor raised her chances of full-blown breast cancer by fifteen points.
June 14 is my birthday, a month after Mother’s Day. I have to make my own
chocolate chip oatmeal cake now that I’m so far from home. It reminds me of what was
good when I was growing up, but it also reminds me of my mother and her struggle to
stay ahead of breast cancer. June 14th is the day my mother gave birth to me. It’s the day
I always have my cake. But the cake holds, if only figuratively, my mother’s disease. My
father watches my mother’s struggle to not let the tumors and cysts bother her. but he
keeps himself somewhat at a distance, it seems, fearing my mother’s bodily plight and the
implications such a disease could hold for his daughters.
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Mock Meatballs

fttaeV. r

Cu^j

b u lca* '

Tbs

FKaa (rd

b'Cejev^
C.AC

CL—

| 2C^2pPi <

IC

f^wic4t>
iO

-j

c

L/

5 Cu(73 fiA0 { V 30

^V-l^iJ./ ' OvU«Vn ; 4
4

Ic&JA

2JC

yv-C-d ‘

0 '(

5 r

55

C/)j

C/v-^ew -o

C-V>

x>

Ol«vf

fK> <

0rJ.ev\~

V

f\/U jU

ic&t-

L\Jr'o*»J“

CC.U

'S ic lo S .

/v v 4 ia ^ io y
W \ cJ'-P s

p e ^ p e -''.

f-’c v 'v w

Ol^cp
ia 4

.

y i^ c j
o -v ^ l
\

' .\fe
(

q xT

-

,'^ h }

,0(>r^ prsi^CC;'£c>J
<- l-V+i 1

-1 c b C£_
cJ^
b c JJ-5

{ ? /T ^ >y

N- S ' fv-vo^-0 '—
’j u -

4i

302
One of the first large pieces of furniture 1 lugged into my own house was a gift
from my father, a large country-style kitchen table with four chairs. We chose it together
at a home-irnprovement center (one of his favorite hang-outs) and assembled it on the
wooden floor of the log cabin I was renting. He made sure to reinforce all of the comers
with his “special aiqrlane glue,” the kind, he said, they used at the Smithsonian to restore
old furniture. When we chose the dining set, we had the agreement I would pay him back
in small increments month by month. Just three months later, at Christmas, he gave me a
card that simply read “Your kitchen table and chairs.”
Since then, this large table has been the work center of my everyday life, serving as
a place to eat, a place to read, a place to write papers, and as a catch-all for my busy life.
It represents my academic-centered lifestyle that is so different from theirs, but supported
endlessly by them nonetheless. I’ll be the first person in my family to ever earn a Ph.D.,
and their tireless support has made the going easier.
I fill them in as best I can about my progress towards my degree, walking them
through the process of graduate work as I make my own way. One of the choices that I
have made, however, that they do not quite understand is my choice in becoming a
vegetarian. When I started this new dietary practice, about seven years ago, they worried
about me not getting enough protein or becoming anemic.
“If you don’t eat meat, what the hell do you eat?” my father would ask.
“Everything else. Dad.”
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It’s a bizarre concept to them, and a development in my personal habits that they never
anticipated. Neither did I, for that matter. My vegeiarianism grew, originally, out o f my
poverty during my Masters degree when I couldn’t afford meat, not even chicken.
For the most part, my mother is supportive of my eating habits, sending me recipes
constantly that will meet my eating choice. She even is incorporating non-meat dishes into
her repertoire more often. Whenever I go home, however, my father cringes when he sees
me cooking dinner for the family. It scares the hell out of him as he wonders what I will
bring to the table for the family supper. He has a never-want it-never-will attitude toward
tofu, but he’s eaten it in disguise, never wiser to the fact. If I cook, I hear his mumblings;
“What kind of tutti-frutti thing are you making now?”
One of my crowning glories in the kitchen was when I made these mock meat
balls, serving them with regular old spaghetti and red sauce. He ate the whole meal, never
even expecting that he was downing bulgar wheat instead of beef. He should have known,
had he been paying attention, that the meat balls weren’t “real,” for I was eating them as
well. When I told him of the deception, he rolled his eyes, laid down his fork, and gave
me a look of resignation. I think he thought I was trying to kill him.
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Mock Duck

Traci and Alan's Mock Duck
About 4-6 cups vegetables. diced. H needed. Into thumbnail
abed pieces (the best mixture Is carrots, broccoli, celery, pre
cooked [wtatoes, bok cboy, baby corn, etc. Avoid tomatoes.
t can mock duck, cut Into bite size pieces, available at Aslan
markets (Mandarin Imports in Grand Forks)
1 to 2 tablespoons green curry paste, available at Asian mar
kets
% to 1 cup milk or coconut milk
cooked rice ol your choice

The vegetables need to be cooked to tenderness by
your own choice of method. Steaming is great, but the
wok or flash fry will do as well When the veggies are
ready, in a deep skillet, mix the veggies and the mock
duck and stir/cook until everything Ls hot Take 1 table
spoon green curry paste and mix it with cup milk until
well-mixed. Pour this over hot veggies and duck, stir until
warmed through. I f the veggies are not coated well add
more of the curry,'milk mixture. Be careful. Th is stufTis
spicy! WTten warmed sitficientiy, serve over prepared rice
of your choice.
Cook's not#: This recipe was inspired by Marielle Risse.

y,
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As a personal favorite, this recipe has a long history in the short time that I have
had it. One of my best friends, Marielle Risse, gave it to me after she received it from her
friend Craig, who procured it from the Hmong refugees that he works with in
Minneapolis. The aroma that lifts off of this concoction is not to be ignored; it is pungent,
to say the least, and this food is not for the faint of heart. When I was spotlighted in the
local paper for the cooking section, I had to include Mock. Duck.
I would make this in a large batch for my lunches for my busy weeks during
graduate stud) Because some days I had to be on the go all through the day, 1 would
reheat this in the student lounge in the English building and eat it quickly before Lakota
class. A classmate who was in the lounge also before class smelled my dinner, gave me an
odd look, and said, “What in the world is that?” I explained, he was interested in the
recipe, so I wrote it out for him during class that day.
That man, Alan Kantrud, is now my fiance. He’s a fine cook and we work well
together in the kitchen as well as everywhere else. He also is a vegetarian, except for
those rare times that he has shot game (he is, after all, from the prairie) and cooks it for
himself. He is careful when he brings home the ducks that he has shot, cleaning them out
of my sight, hiding all feathers (they do not even appear in the compost heap), and tucking
the freezer bag of duck far back in the freezer. 1 have never seen him cook or eat meat,
for he is so extremely careful not to offend me. Except for hunting season, Alan and I eat
the same foods. I know that some of his friends are certain that I made him become a
vegetarian, but he was pretty much one when 1 met him, a rarity in the male world.
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d u c a l im : m iiic beauty and complexity of prairie life. As

I hail originally from Idaho, coming to North Dakota was a complete change in immediate
topography for me. I was used to seeing hills or snow-covered mountains in the distance;
but in North Dakota, there is nothing in the distance but more distance. I was unhappy
with what North Dakota had to offer me topographically, but I soon learned that I simply
had to adjust my expectations. With Alan’s help, I have come to learn the calls of the
Effiatav frauds afcaa naest frerc* because <ofall <©fshe wetlands, I frave fell she intensity and .fear o f
seeing a lightning storm only a mile away, I have learned to spot wildlife, and 1 have
learned the serenity of canoe trips.
Initially we lived in a basement apartment, then we moved to the top floor of a
house, and now we live on a farmstead 20 miles out of town. We use a wood-burning
stove in the winter for heat and for cooking, and we have become quite adept at finetuning our recipes to meet the finicky temperatures of a wood stove on a windy winter day
in North Dakota.

E gg H a rb o r Bread

3 tblsp. sugar
1 tblsp. salt
2 tblsp. margarine or butter
2 1/2 c hot water
5-6 c bread flour
2 packages dry yeast (equals 5 tsp)
1 beaten egg mixed with 1 tblsp. milk
Dissolve sugar and salt in the hot water. Stir in marg/butter, set aside. Put 3 cups flour
into a large bowl, blending in yeast. Pour in sugar, salt, marg, and water mixture slowly,
stirring to incorporate all the flour into a batter. Beat 100 strokes. Add flour 1/2 c at a
time until the batter turns to a dough that is elastic and stretchy. Sprinkle flour on work
surface, turn out dough, and knead for 10 minutes. When kneading is done, form a ball,
put into greased bowl, and cover, letting rise for 30 minutes. At 30 minutes, punch down
the dough, and let rise again for 15 minutes. Do this 3 more times. Turn out the dough
onto work surface, let rest for 5 minutes. Divide into 2 equal parts, flattening each into an
oblong piece. Bring up sides (lengthwise) to meet each other, pinch along the long seam.
Tuck ends “under” to the seam, overturn, and place seam-side down into bread pan (do
this for each). Let rise another 50 minutes, or until the bread is big enough. Bake in
preheated 400° oven, coating first with egg/milk mixture. Bake until golden-about 30-40
minutes. Remove from oven, and try to let it cool before cutting into these beautiful
loaves, (adapted from Bernard Clayton's New Complete Book o f Breads, 48)
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When I came to North Dakota, one of the food items that I missed the most was
“good” bread. In Idaho heavy sour breads are widely available; I longed terribly for a
chunky piece of extra-extra sourdough bread. No such creature was to be found in Grand
Forks. So I got out my trusty bread book and tried my hand at making a sourdough
starter. I tried to make a starter, putting up with the bubbly rank smell in my tiny
basement apartment. When I made the loaves, they weren’t quite right-not sour enough.
The experiment failed. I knew that I would have to hunt down a good sourdough starter
and beg a piece off of the owner. To no avail. No bakers I encountered had an extra-tart
sourdough. So I was back to square one.
Egg Harbor Bread was my salvation. Yes, it’s a bread that needs lots of attention,
but I had the time and the energy and the drive for a good loaf of bread. Thus, a tradition
was bom. ..a tradition I created for myself. Almost every Saturday, without fail, I woke
in time to hear Car Talk on public radio and began my process of baking bread. The two
loaves that the recipe produces are just enough to get me through a week. And as the
dough would rise its multiple times, I would wander the little apartment reading books,
being careful not to get dough on the pages after a punching-down. There are no mixer
machines or dough hooks to make the process easier or faster. I use my mother’s old
dough-mixing bowl and a wooden spoon to mix the batter and dough, and I knead it with
my hands.
After Alan and I began to live together, the bread disappeared much faster, and 1
had to make it more often. Occasionally, I would bum out on the project, foregoing the
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bread baking for a few weeks at a time. But the real accomplishment with this bread is not
tossing out a couple of loaves a week; the real accomplishment is baking it in a wood
burning stove when we moved to the farmstead.
As I mentioned earlier, our farmstead has a wood burning stove in the kitchen; it is
made of white porcelain with the cast-iron cooktop. In October of 1995, we had the stove
fired up to heat the house when a neighbor dropped in. It so happened that that day was
also a bread baking day. As I clicked on the regular electric stove, our neighbor asked me
why I was wasting the electricity when I had a hot oven already going. He was right. So,
I anxiously slid those hard-earned loaves into the wood stove’s oven, checking them too
often because I did not know how to “read” the heat gauge on the stove. They came out
perfect.
Since then, Thave become a wood stove convert. It has been a revolution in my
ideas about food, the time needed to assess it. prepare it, and serve it. Perhaps at first I
enjoyed the novelty, but the stove itself has made me rethink my foods and how my
mindset should be when I prepare them. Only begrudgingly do I turn to the modem
appliances in hot weather. I can cook anything in that wood-fed oven, adjusting the flues
and the wood to maintain the heat desired. The cooktop is great as well, for there are no
predetermined spots where a pan can warm, like on an electric or gas stove; the whole top
of the range is various degrees of hot, so I can slide pans around with abandon. It’s a
whole different experience to cook on a wood stove versus an electric or gas appliance.
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The mood of the creating is changed, for it is a joy to stand in front of that stove
then the winds take the temperature to 80° below zero and slowly cook a soup or stir fry
the vegetables. Before this, I had understood the “joy of cooking” to be the joy of tasting
the product. Now I understand the “joy of cooking”-the process.
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B u r n e d S u g a r P ie R e d u x

On January 8, 1995, Pearl Langwith died after her protracted illness. I was both
mournful and glad-glad that she finally was able to move on from a life that she had felt
was unfulfilling for so long, but sad at the passing of a dearly close grandmother. Her
death, among other things, perpetuates the mystery of her precious Burned Sugar Pie even
further.
A few months after Pearl passed, my mother called me and said that she had found
in Pearl’s belongings a manuscript recipe book that she previously did not know existed.
Mom said to me, “You won’t believe this, but Burned Sugar Pie was something she made
up. It used to be called Caramel Pie.” She told me that she would send the cookbook,
and when I received it, I learned even more about Pearl and her pride in her own cooking.
The cookbook lies within the leftover pages of a Rock Island High School spiralbound notebook. On the front is a red and gold crest, across which she has penciled in
“Cook Book” and underlined it. The cover also provides lines for “Name” and “Subject,”
and she had written in “Pearl Kelly” on the “Name” line (her first married name was
Kelly). It struck me that she chose to label the impressive crest with “Cook Book” rather
than fill in the “Subject” line with those words. It told me how much she cared for the
recipes inside...that they were not just a subject but a manuscript that should be revered
somehow.
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The paper is browning and all of the recipes have been transcribed into the
notebook in pencil, except for the few that she had cut out and pasted in. Even Hunters
Stew makes an appearance; it is taped to the back cover and in the handwriting of Mrs.
Swanson. Each one is neatly titled (AppleSauce Cake, Mary Boens Chocolate Cake, Betty
Swansons Ice Box Rolls, Caramel Pie Filling, and so on) and most have the name of the
contributor at the bottom of the page on the right margin.53 Some of them are dated
(Pearl was compulsive about dating everything, including recipes, soap boxes, furniture,
even stationery sets). Some of the recipes have been annotated: for example, Oatmeal
Cookies has at the bottom, “Mrs. Gertrude Thurman. Very good. 2 Batches-Baked 8
dozen. Jan 24, 1943. (Mrs Parks 75 years old).” By the pattern established in the other
recipe pages, I know that Gertrude Thurman gave Pearl the recipe. But who is Mrs.
Parks? Why were she and her age noted on litis particular page? Did Pearl bake the
cookies for Mrs. Parks’ birthday? There is no indication.
The next page is noteworthy only because it illuminates the confusing textual
elements of the Bunted Sugar Pie page. The leaf dedicated to Mary Boens Chocolate
Cake has at the bottom of it “Mary Boens. Jan 1943” written in pencil. However, next to
it, in the furthest part of the right margin. Pearl has written in blue ink “Mary Died Dec 11,
1971.” 1 do not know if Pearl commemorated Mary’s death in any other way, but the
memory of the Chocolate Cake made Pearl return to this pristine manuscript cookbook in
order to document her passing.

53 Pearl did not use apostrophes for the possessive forms of these names.
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Four pages later, the recipe for Caramel Pie Filling is written out. tMrs. Lon
Harding is given credit for passing it on to Pearl in 1943. As a nice surprise to me, the
postcard upon which Mrs. Harding sent the recipe is still tucked inside these pages. It is
simply addressed to Pearl, and on the back there is the recipe followed by the quick note,
“Hope it turns out well for you. As ever, Mrs. Harding.” The recipe from the postcard
has been faithfully translated into the notebook.
Looking back at the 1966 directions for making the pic that 1 included earlier in
“Burned Sugar Pie,” the directions here, in the original, are virtually non-existent. The
original 1943 version reads as follows. “Use egg whites for meringue. This is for one pie,
for two double everything except eggs. Three will be sufficient.” That’s it. There is no
“burn sugar” or “QUICK pour over first mixture” or anything at all about the color of the
mixture. Indeed, the receipt of the recipe in the manuscript cookbook is indicated as 1943
(I’ll call this the 1943 version). In the version I discussed earlier, Pearl stated the year of
receipt as 1935 (I’ll call this one the 1966 version). Why the difference in years? Also, in
the 1966 version, it states clearly that the recipe was given to her with the understanding
that she would not pass it on. But nowhere on the postcard does Mrs. Harding ask Pearl
to keep the confidence. Did Mrs. Harding ask Pearl not to pass it on in conversation?
As I wondered about the discrepancies, I riffled through Pearl’s recipe box. She
had copied the Burned Sugar Pie recipe over and over, on different kinds of cards and in
different colors of ink. All of these recipe cards note that Mrs. Harding had given her the
recipe in 1935. The card that appears to be the oldest still has the same basic instructions
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that Mrs. Harding provided on the postcard. Subsequent versi >s, however, become
more and more detailed, the culminating with the 1966 version. All versions acknowledge
Mrs. Harding, and on one card, Pearl even wrote out Mrs. Harding’s address at the top of
the card in red ink. Over and over I see comments following the instructions like this one:
“I am the only person Mrs. H. ever gave this to. No one else has it—I don’t pass the pie
receipt out-keep it for special company.” Even though Pearl obviously took pride in the
trust Mrs. Harding put in her, the recipe was copied out and intended to be passed on.
She has created an audience for her recipe in comments like the one above. To me, the
language of “keep it for special company” is intended for someone who might hold the
pie recipe in less esteem than she does. She is bestowing the recipe somehow...on
someone. Interestingly enough, it was still in her own recipe box. Who was her audience?
Why did she have extra copies? What was going on here?
I do not know when Caramel Pie became Burned Sugar Pie. In the version copied
into the spiral notebook and dated 1943, the penciled word “Caramel” has been zig
zagged through with a blue ballpoint pen-the same blue pen as the death note for Mary
Boens on the Chocolate Cake page. Above and at an angle reads, “Burned Sugar.” No
explanation, no date, no context for the change. Pearl simply decided to change the name.
I think, from the textual evidence, that Pearl probably changed “Caramel Pie” to “Burned
Sugar Pie” in 1971 when she went to the manuscript cookbook to note Mary’s death.
1 have gone to such lengths to describe this recipe phenomenon because I can see
clearly a woman who took pride in a trust from a friend that took the form of a written
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recipe. I can see the change in the recipe’s structure from a simple ingredient list and
suggestion for doubling to an elaborate construction that takes on family meaning, family
history, and mythical proportions in the 1966 version. Indeed, this could be seen as
nothing more than artifact-type evidence that Pearl was becoming more and more familiar
with the recipe and so elaborated upon the instructions as she saw fit. But I see it as
more.
I see a woman inscribing her own words upon a recipe, changing its tone and title
to fit her own aesthetic sensibility. It’s far more interesting to serve Burned Sugar Pie
rather than Caramel Pie. I am fascinated that Pearl took this simple text and added to it as
it became more and more of a favorite dessert for her. I wonder still at her reasoning
behind having multiple copies of the recipe sitting in her own recipe files. About some
things, Pearl was decidedly obsessive, and this pie was one of them, but the reason why
she chose this particular recipe to imbue with such protracted thought and history still
elludes me.
What I do know, however, is that Burned Sugar Pie is no longer Mrs. Harding’s.
In the 1966 version, she mentions that “a friend” gave it to her, but does not pass along
Mrs. Harding’s name. The meaning of the pact between Mrs. Harding seems to have
passed. Instead, Pearl signs the recipe “Mom,” giving her own authorship and
bestowment of the recipe more importance than the previous history with Mrs. Harding.
The pact has moved from between Pearl and Mrs. Harding to a pact between Pearl and the
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recipient she deems worthy. Pearl has taken control of the recipe’s history, inscribing
herself more clearly as the giver.
As Pearl changed, so did the recipe. And now that I have it, and understand the
textuai and symbolic changes in meaning of the pie to her, I hope only that I can add to the
recipe’s interesting history by speaking about it here. But I still won’t give it out.
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A Critical Look at “The Recipes”

People ask me: Why do you write about food and eating and drinking?
Why don't you write about the struggle fo r power and security,
and about love, the way others do?
There is a communion o f more than our bodies when bread is broken and wine drunk.
And that is my answer, when people ask me:
Why do you write about hunger, and not wars or love?
-from M.F.K. Fisher’s The Gastronomical Me

In my work “The Recipes,” I created an autobiographical work more specifically
defined as a memoir. As a framework for defining a sense of self, I turned to my family’s
recipe files to make more concrete a sense of familial history that I thought I had been
lacking. I drew from various influences for form, including The Alice B. Toklas Cook
Book and Esquivel’s Like Water for Chocolate. I purposely encoded my writing as
feminine, tracing family heritage and tradition through the culinary' arts of my female
predecessors because that is where I felt the most continuity in my family’s story. My
project reflects a statement by Anne Goldman:
For such autobiographers, presenting a family recipe and figuring its
circulation within a community of readers provides a metaphor
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nonthreatening in its apparent avoidance of overt political discourse and yet
culturally resonant in its evocation of the relation between the labor of the
individual and her conscious efforts to reproduce familial and cultural
traditions and values. (172)
My aim was to assert a sense of self by reproducing the recipes (and, by implication, the
dishes themselves) that were of importance to my family’s storytelling acts and, by doing
so, to Letter understand my part in carrying on family traditions and storytelling. In
essence, I was “resisting cultural abstraction and insisting on rootedness” (Goldman 184).
I tell these stories out loud and my family members repeat them to each other, yet beyond
the actual recipe cards, these stories have never been put to paper.
Why, then, should I break from the mold and try to put these storytelling acts to
paper? My sense during writing “The Recipes,” and my continued idea, is that the act of
oral storytelling as it is applied to meals has historically been a devalued one and continues
to be so. Orally reproducing family history by female relatives has not been a valued
activity, and when it is combined with the “mundane” practice (Goldman’s term) of
cooking, such stories take yet another step away from the recognized discourses
surrounding feminist studies. Cookbooks that are also memoirs should be, in my
estimation, studied with the sense of urgency that women’s autobiography has been
studied. Goldman states, “We do not often perceive cookbooks as literature...” and she is
correct. Perhaps the most famous cookbook/memoir is The Alice B. Toklas Cook Book, a
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las described as “a mingling of recipe and reminiscence” (xix). Schinto also

remain... v... me place of cookbooks in the women’s literary tradition:
Women searching for a subject of scholarly pursuit often sidestep culinary
history...But culinary history, a lively but still relatively new academic
field, isn’t only the study of old recipes and ways of cooking, ’n fact, that
is a minor-some in the know would say msignificant-part of the work.
Culinary scholars take into account the social, family, and women’s history
imbedded deep in the story of food and its preparation. Cookbooks are
just one source of this research. (16)
Schinto goes on to glance at cookbooks, but she also looks at how food-related oral
traditions, including mral radio, function as cultural indicators for some communities of
women.
By being an autobiographical assertion, “The Recipes” is necessarily a culturally
produced text. It is a reflection of my culture, my family, my sense of self. The
reproductions of the recipes themselves display some of those qualities. For example, four
of the ten recipes included are handwritten on pre-printed recipe cards, the kind that the
Current Catalogue prints, that have a stylized picture of an old-fashioned stove or handpump in the comer. These cards are pre-lined and have at the top “Here’s what’s
cookin’” and “Recipe from the kitchen o f ’ printed on the first two lines. Such paper
niceties are the mainstay of the Current Catalogue, catering to the middle class housewife
who will purchase theme-based items such as recipe cards, grocery list pads, photo
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albums, special occasion cards, and the like (there is a discount if you buy in bulk). My
family obviously was/is the type of target that such a corporation thrives on, as witnessed
by the sheer number of printed recipe cards included in “The Recipes,” as well as the
hundreds that I did not include from the family files. The actual recording medium, these
stylized cards, is an indicator of the class and some of the values that my family holds,
including nurturance in the form of home-made meals, acknowledgment of the
predecessors in the kitchen (almost all of the “from the kitchen o f ’ lines are filled in), and
the sharing between family members of that which pleases the palate.
The very act of filling in the “from the kitchen o f ’ line, or by somehow otherwise
acknowledging the giver of the recipe, is also a culturally coded act. Such an act asserts a
kind of ownership or perhaps is a gesture of gratitude. There is a power relationship
encoded by this inscription, denoting a giver and implying a receiver. Most of the time, it
is made very clear within our recipe files from whom the recipe was received unless it was
clipped or copied from a magazine (yet another indicator of the class and culture of my
family). To share a recipe is to share a part of one’s self in this context, and I think that
writing one’s own name, signifying authorship or ownership, is an assertion on the part of
the giver. She wants to be recognized for the act and the dish itself. It is a bow to the
past and a marker for the future. It is written, because the oral transmission of a recipe is
not necessarily considered reliable any more.
As I noted earlier, my project in “The Recipes” was an autobiographical act that
created a memoir using recipes as a conceptual framework. In a sense, it is a cookbook
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with the stories attached. Leonardi asserts that “Like a narrative, a recipe is reproducible,
and, further, its hearers-readers-receivers are encouraged to reproduce it, and, in
reproducing it, to revise it and make it their own” (344). Goldman takes this idea further:
“If the exhortation to reproduce a recipe may create a community, it may also call
attention to the boundaries of such an affiliation, asking readers to question the conflations
and distinctions between the community constructed within the text itself and the
community of readers created outside of it” (184). Did I create boundaries by the writing
o f my so-called cookbook? Did I leave out, exclude, some kind of readership or other
audience?
Indeed I did. I will give two examples of this. By including facsimile
reproductions of the cards themselves, the reader can clearly see the “from the kitchen o f ’
signature. This element of the text creates a boundary in that the reader is made conscious
that she/he is not the intended recipient of the recipe, because, in most cases, the signateur
is not a known person to that reader. It becomes perfectly clear that the reader of such a
memoir is a voyeur, a welcome one, though, into the lives of people not otherwise known.
By reproducing the recipe cards themselves in the text of “The Recipes,” I create a
boundary that is necessary for the appearance of “authenticity.” I wanted to show the
printed cards, the scratchy or the perfect script, and by doing so, reveal to the reader
something about the character of the recipe’s author. By doing so, I unavoidably distance
the reader.
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How else did I enact a boundary? In the chapter titled “Burned Sugar Pie,” the
controlling theme is not only the recipe and its guarded passing, but also the notion of
hiding the recipe from the reader, whether that reader be a relative or not. This recipe is
heavily coded. It is constructed on paper, but that construction must be supplemented by
an oral tradition as well. This is the only recipe in the collection that I do not include in its
entirety; this concession is made for the sake of tradition, for, as the chapter explains, the
recipe is an honored gift that bestows a kind of acceptance into maturity. According to
the “rules” created by Pearl, I am not entitled to have the recipe, but my parents have bent
the rules a bit for me. The pie is guarded well and spoken of with reverence. If my family
members did not want this pie kept a secret, I would have revealed it. Recognizing their
wishes made that impossible.
A similar instance of withholding a recipe is commented upon by Leonardi; by
looking at that example, I will examine how the same boundaries are established in my
own memoir. Leonardi writes
Mapp opens the titleless book, sees the heading “Lobster a la Riseholme,”
and reads “Take two hen lobsters.” While the text, then, allows Mapp to
copy the rest of the recipe, it withholds the recipe from the reader... And
with this withholding calls attention to the fictionality of the narrative itself
and establishes thereby uncrossable boundaries between Tilling and real
life. (345)

The protection of Burned Sugar Pie enacts the same kind of boundary setting that
Leonardi points out. I let the reader know that ingredients include sugar, butter, and
water, and that when topped with egg-white meringue or the “new” Dream Whip it is even
better. Although I am willing to share a great deal about my family’s history and my part
in it, 1 am unwilling to reveal the entire Burned Sugar Pie recipe out of respect for my
family’s wishes. 1 have created a boundary between my knowledge and that which I am
willing to impart to a general readership. This one act does, most deliberately, negate the
position that Leonardi holds that recipe sharing evokes a community of women “that
crosses the social barriers of class, race, and generation” (342). It also recalls a cultural
assertion not unlike the kind that Cabeza de Baca employs in her cookbook The Good Life
where she exhorts the reader to use New Mexican products (hard to obtain) in order to
have authenticity in the dish’s outcome. Goldman points out that de Baca “problematizes
cultural access” (184). Cabeza de Baca limits access and so do I.
The section “Burned Sugar Pie” is important for another reason. It draws
attention to the importance of orality within the cooking tradition. It is essential in my
family’s tradition for an initiate to have not only the written recipe, but the oral
instructions from a “member” of the Burned Sugar Pie Makers. Not written on the recipe
cards, there are “special kinds of pans and spoons that must be used or the whole
experiment is ruined.” The oral instructions supplement the written and, thus, become a
part of the symbiotic relationship between orality and textuality. Any oral tradition such
as this one is necessarily contextualized within a community, and the transmission of

324
family history and/or family recipes is no exception. In the cookbook/memoir Spoonbread
and Strawberry Wine, discussed in chapter three of this dissertation, the Dardens suggest
a similar line of thinking about the fragility of orality within the family. My project is akin
to theirs because I’m attempting to make concrete that which is transitory and fragile. I
know little about my great-grandparents on either side of my family (except Maude);
however, shadows of my German and Irish heritage surface now and again, but only in the
form of food: sauerkraut, mashed turnips, corned beef and stewed cabbage...these are
foods of the poor. There are no stories about these dishes; they simply appear
occasionally, an unconscious reminder of a past we have lost, for the most part.
Such autoethnographic records (such as Spoonbread and Strawberry<Wine, “The
Recipes,” and others) are gestures towards asserting the self within a community and
ethnic tradition, as Goldman points out (190). My memoir allows me to reproduce a
discourse that I and my familial predecessors have encoded as feminine. Such discourses,
recalling the efforts and pride associated with food production, allow me and others to
assert ourselves in a strong community and to look at female family members as role
models who worked hard with the elements available to them. It affirms a strength of
spirit that I am able to draw upon in defining myself within a tradition. As Goldman puts
it, “Figuring the development of an ethnic identity with the metaphor of domestic labor
thus provides a means of associating the struggle in the political domain with endeavors in
the cultural sphere. Because it calls attention to the work involved in cultural production,
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the culinary metaphor provides writers with a means of reexamining power” (191). If ever
the phrase “personal is political” applied, I think it applies to projects such as my own.
This drawing of power from a realm that has been devalued historically is a
feminist assertion, one that perhaps could define a general feminist act within certain
boundaries. Certainly, as I pointed out in the introduction, such assertions of the self and
the access to the printing of such assertions are not available to all women of all classes in
all places. The culinary memoirs I have mentioned are cultural productions evolving from
cultures that value history, the printed medium, and, even, feminism (no matter how
subtle). When I talk to older cooks, many of them claim that their grandmothers did not
even use written recipes; they cooked by intuition and experience. Perhaps, after more
research, I would be able to document how the written medium replaced the oral and the
decline of observationally learned cookery.
As a historically “feminine” or “female” activity, daily cooking and the arenas
associated with that activity could be seen as mundane by some, but such acts could be
seen as assertions of the creative female self as well. It is easy to see the table as an
indicator of culturally-defined feminine activity, with all its stifling associations hanging
from its apron strings. It is also easy to use the matemal/nurturing metaphor of the table
and the kitchen to further reinforce notions of the “woman’s place” and coerced activities.
There are times and texts, however, that will allow for a feminist assertion of the self or of
the fictional character. We have to be willing, in these new attentions towards food and
women’s associations with it, to see such works as culturally defined productions, but

productions that will, in some cases, be empowering for the author, and, perhaps, the
reader (or listener) as well. Some boundaries will be crossed, but some will also be
created, an inevitable result of the production of any text, written or oral.
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Conclusion
1 began this project with the assumption that the use of food and the activities that
surrounded it was a positive tool that could provide insight into texts that employed such
tropes and imagery. As I have researched the topic further, these assumptions have been
confirmed again and again. When women writers use a culinary template for elucidating
their visions, a connection is forged with the reader by means of sharing, making cultural
connections, and fulfilling fo rm u laic expectations.
By outlining in (he introduction the societal demands put upon women in their
gendered roles as daily food providers, I prepared the reader for close examinations of
various texts that are offered in chapter one. This chapter’s many-layered readings of the
place of food, its production, and its representations displays how codes, revenge,
rebellion, artistry, and pleasure can all be part of women’s writing about food.
The intent of the second chapter was to present close readings of novels by women
that I believe show the variety available to writers for development and formula variations.
It also shows the ways in which a reader can approach a text when the eye is focused on
the food that a character presents or creates or consumes in the story. Examination of the
acceptance, embrace, or denial of food ritual within families or communities can lead to
insight into the motivation of a character and, perhaps, the intent of the author.
Chapter three, in examining the place of the cookbook within feminist and literary
critical constructs, asserts that cookbooks in their varied forms can present the authorial

assumptions and intentions by the information revealed. As with my own memoir in the
last chapter, examining the ways in which authors present their family foodstuffs to the
reader reveals the degree to which those authors want to divulge information or teach by
using the genre of the cookbook.
By not only recognizing but also examining the relationship between food and text,
readers and writers can come to a better understanding of how women authors employ
scenes of food, cooking, and dining to further define a women’s culture. Both a positive
and a negative realm, the kitchen has been a room of our own for many years, and from
that experience comes a plethora of working images, metaphors, similes, and formulas that
will help us to reclaim our history and go on to tell new stories.
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